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Preface 


Indian Fiction in English is generally realistic in nature. Fiction and 
reality are not antonyms, but they are complementary opposites. In India, 
reality about the Indian society and its social life always provide raw 
materials for fictionalization. Precursors of Indian fiction in English were 
ready to acknowledge it and they made use of it. Works of Mulk Raj Anand, 
R.K. Narayan, Raja Rao, Salmon Rushdie, Sasi Taroor, Rohinton Mistry, 
Aravind Adiga et al are fine examples of socially conscious fiction. Through 
their fictional works, they represented Indian society and its rich history for 
the creation of a new found Indianness in the reading public. 

Vilcram Seth is always a fascinating writer because of his varied styles, 
new approach to history and his rich realism. Seth’s works remind us of the 
earlier realists and naturalists in their particular treatment of realism. Seth’s 
use of language, the selection of different geographical locales, his styles of 
versification and musicality, the inculcation of Indian values in his 
characters irrespective of their geographical affiliations, and realistic 
narration in The Golden Gate (1986), A Suitable Boy (1993), and An Equal 
Music(i999)capture the readers’ attention and interest. 

Vilcram Seth was born in 1952 in Calcutta. He is established as a major 
writer in English. His important works are Three Chinese Poets (1992), which 
is a compilation of translation of classical Chinese poets, the travelogue 
From Heaven Lake. Travels through Sinkiang and Tibet (1983), poetical 
collections such as Mappings (1980), The Humble Administrator’s Garden 
(1985), All You who Sleep Tonight (1990) and the collection of libretto The 
Rivered Earth (2011). His novels include The Golden Gate (1986), A Suitable 
Boy (1993) and An Equal Music (1999). He has also published a memoir Two 
Lives (2005). He has bagged many awards and honours, Viz, Sahitya 
Akademy award in 1989, the Commonwealth Writers Poetry Prize (Asia) and 
W.H Smith Literary Award for A Suitable Boy in 1994. An Equal Music was 
awarded EMMA (BT Ethnic and Multicultural Media Award) in 2001. 



This book attempts a full length study of realism in Vikram Seth’s 
novels. Seth’s novels are rich manifestation of realism and his genuine and 
reflective social consciousness. In order to shed new insights into the 
fictional world of Seth a thorough analysis of his novels based on cannons of 
realism is necessary. Fictionalization of reality in Seth’s novels requires 
special attention on the author’s social consciousness also. 

A writer’s Social consciousness is the consciousness he shares within a 
society while observing its various formations. It can also be defined as the 
writer’s social awareness; the awareness of the problems that different 
societies and communities face on a day-to-day basis; and to be conscious of 
the different cultural, political and civic aspects of the society. A writer with 
an acquired social consciousness derives his or her viewpoint from the 
mainstream culture which he/she tries to fictionalize. A realist writer uses 
his social consciousness to construct his ideology in formulating his 
characters and events in the narrative body of the text. 


Dr. P. P. Sajeev 
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Chapter I 

Realism: An Overview 

A creative writer always looks at his surroundings and the life 
with an inquisitive mind and always seeks his raw materials in them 
that will feed his creative genius. As a literary form realism was always 
there, along with the birth of creative writing. Life and reality are 
intertwined and it is the task of a successful writer to disentangle them 
to chart out a viable creative spirit out of it. “Art cannot help dealing 
with reality”, says Rene Wellek, “however much we narrow down its 
meaning or emphasize the transforming power of the artists” (224).The 
term ‘realism’ was coined for the first time by Champfleury’s Le 
Realism. It hasn’t acquired any specific meaning and it is always tugged 
with terms like materialism or ‘local colour’ (Handa 21). It was the 
painter, Gustave Courbet (1819-1877) who sparked off the controversy 
that publicised the term realism almost as a slogan. In 1855, his 
paintings were excluded from the Paris exhibition because of their 
unclassical rendering of peasants and labourers. In response, Courbert 
set up his own exhibition under the title Pavillan du Realisme. Writers 
and journalists rallied in defense of the kind of art that the title seemed 
to proclaim (Moris 64). 

Certain socio-political upheavals in Europe influenced the birth 
of a new literary outlook based on truth and everyday reality as Balzac 
summarized in the beginning of ‘Le Pere Goriot’ that all are true. The 
revolution in France in 1830, which led to the abdication of Charles X in 
favour of Louis Philippe, the ‘citizen-king’, prefigures the more violent 
uprising of 1848 which brought Louis Napoleon to power and with his 
coup d’etat in 1832 ushered in the Second Republic (1852-70). The 
turbulence echoed throughout Europe in 1848 with rebellions in 
Vienna, Berlin, Venice, Milan and Prague. Though temporarily quelled, 
these insurrections were early manifestations of the wide spread growth 
of national consciousness which resulted in the 1870s in the unification 
of Germany and also in the unification of Italy as independent states 
and later in the formation of democratic nation states in Poland, 
Hungary and the Balkans (Furst 2). 

Another factor that influenced the emergence of realism was the 
economic scene of 19 th century. The political restructuring caused by 
the revolutions in France and elsewhere led to the spread of literacy 
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and the power of the bourgeoisie class enhanced through 
enfranchisement. This along with increased economic stature as a 
result of commercial and industrial growth created more affluent 
segments and caused greater hardship to the exploited labourers. A 
vivid picture of working class condition in the mid to later nineteenth 
century is given in such realist novels as Elizabeth Gaskell’s Mary 
Barton (1848), Dickens’ Hard Times (1854) and Zola’s Germinal (1885). 
The opening of first railway line from Liverpool to Manchester in 1830, 
from St.Etienne to Andrezieux in 1832, from Zurich to Baden in 1847, 
the improvement in roads, the spread of gas lighting, such changes as 
the invention of Nasmyth’s steam hammer in 1842, the sewing machine 
in 1846, the introduction of electric telegraph in i837all contributed to 
the birth of Realism in fiction. All these advances made life 
comfortable for the middle classes. As a result, the tone and content of 
writing appealed to an audience convinced of its capacity to master the 
physical world. The invention of photography in 1839 facilitated a more 
exact reproduction of reality. 

The spurt of realism in world literature began in the latter half of 
the nineteenth century. The rising of middle class as a result of 
increased paces of industrialization, people’s surfeitness with romantic 
extravaganza, a new found reaction and social sensibility to dealing 
moral values of the ages and its insuppressible urge to mirror it through 
realistic writings paved the way for the birth of this particular literary 
movement. 

So the realist placed truth telling at the core of their beliefs with 
certain directness, simplicity and sober factuality. Edmond Duranty, 
who adopted 'truth’ as the dominant slogan of his short lived journal 
Realisme (1856-57) upheld sincerity, modernity and prose, along with 
truthfulness, as the distinguishing feature of realism in contrast to the 
idealization, historical remoteness and verse, typical of Romanticism. 
George Lewes, while commenting of contemporary German fiction, 
makes truth a cornerstone of his principles when he asserts that ‘Art 
always aims at the representation of reality’ (4). In his opinion 
antithesis of realism is not idealism, but falcism. 

The fullest bloom of realist writings was achieved in England by 
the middle of 1860s. Our Mutual Friend, Dickens’s last completed novel 
appeared in 1865, which also marked the death of Gaskell with his 
Wives and Daughters unfinished. Thackeray died in 1863 and Charlotte 
Bronte in 1855. George Eliot’s Middlemarch and Daniel Doronda 
appeared in i872and 1876 respectively. The debates on Realism 
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permeated from France to England in the 1880s. Writers like Henry 
James and R.L. Stevenson believed that the earlier novelists had 
practised the craft of novel writing unaware of the aesthetic 
considerations that bloomed in France and elsewhere. It was Frazer’s 
Magazine that described for the first time the term Realism as a literary 
movement exemplifying Thackeray’s works. In 1853 the Westminster 
Review published certain long articles on French realists like Balzac. In 
another issue of the Westminster Review in 1838 G.H. Lewes argued that 
all art is a representation of reality’ and so it follows that ‘realism is 
thus the basis of all art’. Stevenson, in A Noteon Realism (1885) sets out 
a view very close to that of G.H. Lewes: ‘All representative art, which 
can be said to live, is both realistic and ideal’.George Gissing was also 
influenced by the French naturalism of Zola. Henry James admits that 
‘the air of reality seems to me to be the supreme virtue of a noveF 
(Moris 89). 

The views on realism by Lewes, Balzac and Duranty can be 
genaralised into comprehensiveness, a commitment to include the 
visions of the commonplace and popularism, as the hallmarks of 
Realism (Furst 3). Maupassant takes realists as ‘illusionists’ since to tell 
the truth is in effect to give the illusion of complete truthfulness. It is 
the illusion of life that is captured by realism. Maupassant’s approach to 
realism is unambiguous and he describes realism in a formulaic 
manner: 

The novelist who seeks to give us an exact image of life must 
take care to avoid any sequence of happenings that could 
appear exceptional. His aim is not to tell us a story, to amuse 
or to touch us, but force us to think, to understand the 
profound and hidden meanings of the happenings. As a result 
of having seen and mediated he looks at the universe, things, 
facts, and human beings, in a certain way peculiar to him, and 
the outcome of the combination of his observations are 
reflections. It is this personal vision of the world that he tries 
to communicate to us by reproducing it in a book (46). 

Henry James prefers verisimilitude to notions of actual truth. 
Contemporary views and reviews on realism are rapidly becoming 
complex and sophisticated. Truthfulness has led its way to 
verisimilitude, plausibility, life-likeness, while the necessity for a 
shaping vision and artistic skill in presentation were openly 
acknowledged, although these latter elements were supposed to remain 
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subservient to the observation of reality, as far as possibly concealed 
from readers. 

Though the words realism and naturalism are freely, even rashly 
used, there is no general agreement as to what they mean (Becker 3). 
The guiding principle of Romanticism was metaphysical idealism, 
whereas Realism came into being in the event of scientific and positivist 
thinking, which were the general characteristic of the middle of the 19 th 
century (6). The common perception was that there wasn’t a reality 
that is not accessible through open observation. The ordinary human 
experiences are subjected to observation and logical analysis. 

Imagination is a process in creative writing which will convert 
reality into a work of art. A creative writer however observant he may 
be will reach only a certain level of reality. In the process of creative 
writing, when it is blended with imagination, this reality becomes only 
the skeletal structure and when we enquire what is realism in literature, 
we have to begin from this unavoidable question, how and in what 
forms a writer handles and expresses reality in his work. Usually it is 
through the way a writer shares “a human life most truthfully presented 
in terms of the individual’s milieu, of particularity of social situation 
and historical circumstance” (Williams 5). There are many ways to 
approach this truthful presentation of individual’s milieu. Edwin H 
Cady has defined realismin such a way that “it has nothing much to do 
with reality in the ordinary sense of the word, because reality in the 
social as well as psychological realism is a flowing abstraction”(Handa 
26).Literary realism ultimately depended upon a theory of common 
vision and the common vision, according to Cady, is what is generally 
referred to as reality. Fernand Desnoyers opines that Realism is the true 
depiction of objects and also emphasizes that the writer who can depict 
men and things only by the aid of known and conventional means is 
not a realistic writer at all (Becker 81). 

Realism, according to Georg Lukacs is different. There, the 
pseudo-objectivism of the naturalist school and the mirage subjectivism 
of the formalist, realist schools are always in conflict. Realism, 
according to Lukacs, “however is not some sort of middle way between 
false objectivity and false subjectivity, but on the contrary the solution 
bringing third way, opposed to all the pseudo-dilemmas engendered by 
the wrongly posed questions of those who wander without a chart in 
the labyrinth of our time”(Studies 6). Realism recognizes the fact that, 
as the naturalist supposes, it cannot rest either on a lifeless average or 
on an individual principle which dissolves its own self into nothingness. 
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“The central category and criterion of realist literature is the type, a 
particular synthesis which organically binds together the general and 
the particular both in characters and situations. When all the humanly 
and socially essential determinants are present on their highest level of 
development, then it makes a type” (ibid). 

Lukacs’s view gets elaborated when he suggests that true great 
realism thus depicts man and society as complete entities, instead of 
showing merely one or the other of their aspects. Realism here achieves 
a three dimensionality, an all roundedness that endows characters and 
human relationshipswith independent life. Then, does it challenge the 
intellectual and emotional dynamism and completeness of human 
personality that ripened in the romantic writings and emerged along 
with modern world? Lukacs’s view on realism opposes the destruction 
of the completeness of human personality and of the objective 
typicality of men and situations through an excessive cult of the 
momentary mood. Thus he argues that “the central aesthetic problem 
of realism is the adequate presentation of complete human personality” 
(7). Art is always saturated with social and humanistic problems. The 
biological being of man and the psychological aspects of self- 
preservation and procreation and the trends which sublimate man into 
purely mental, psychological process are always in opposition to the 
demand for a realistic creation of types. Lukacs’s much proclaimed 
view on realism satisfies the aesthetic dilemma realism undergoes. It 
leads us to a point beyond pure aesthetics. 

True realists are always striving for truthfulness. They have an 
intense desire for probity and are sincere and honest in describing the 
situations and characters. Commenting on Balzac, Lukacs opines that 
“great realists such as Balzac...describes what he really sees, not what he 
would prefer to see” (11).This truthfulness towards their own subjective 
world picture according to Lukacs, is the hallmark of all great realists. 
In describing truth a writer should be impersonal in his outlook. Great 
realists like Balzac depicted reality with inexorable veracity; says 
Lukacs, even if that reality ran counter to his own personal opinions, 
hopes and wishes. “Had he succeeded in deceiving himself, had he 
been able to take his own utopian fantasies for facts, had he presented 
as reality what was merely his own wishful thinking, he would now be 
of interest to none and would be as deservedly forgotten as the 
innumerable legitimist pamphleteers and glorifiers of feudalism who 
had been his contemporaries” (22). This detachment and impersonality 
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with one’s subject matter elevates a realistic writer from the position of 
a propagandist or document writer to the level of a true artist. 

Great realists absorbed the vital fluid of artistry from the social 
structure of life lived by the artist himself. They copied the life around 
them not as a mere onlooker, but imparted certain order to the chaotic 
mass of observations. Their choices were arbitrary, the abstract 
considerations went hand in hand with their imagination and the real 
life around them blossomed into fine works of fiction. Lulcacs 
emphasizes by saying that “the inner truth of the works of the great 
realists rests on the fact that they arise from life itself’ (148). Modern 
day realist writers beginning from Flaubert demarcate themselves from 
their old counterparts like Richardson, Scott and Defoe in their skill 
and concentration on characterization.Old realists concentrated on 
dominant social trends and modeled their types depending upon the 
passionate striving of the individuals and always placed these 
individuals in extreme positions. Scott’s historical characters like 
Ivanhoe largely fit to these formulations of old realism, though mobility 
and the variety of the plot helped the old realist to stick them to the 
new found harbingers of social change. “The plot is a poetic form of 
reflecting reality”, writes Lulcacs (168). Modern realists escaped from 
reflecting merely photographic or mechanical reality; rather theirs was 
a ‘poetic reflection of reality’. 

Modern realists built their plot on a rigid and concrete form. A 
well defined form coupled with characterization made their work 
something other than a mere photographical representation of reality. 
Their social concern also helped them to model their types according to 
their ideological stands. Form paved the way for an appropriate content 
and one became depended on the other. “Content determines form, 
but there is no content of which man himself is not the focal point...the 
basic question is and will remain: what is man?”, writes Lulcacs 
(Meaningig). Realists admitted the Aristotelian dictum that man is a 
social animal. No other aesthetic questions stirred the mind of the 
realists. They always opened their eyes and mind to their surroundings 
and placed man and his milieu as the central theme of their work. At 
this particular point they departed from the avant-garde writers. “Man 
for these writers, is by nature solitary, asocial, unable to enter into 
relationship with other human beings” (20). In Lukacs’s view the 
individual solitariness of characters represented in traditional realist 
writings are different from the basic solitariness of man depicted by 
modern writer. Solitariness is a basic existential question that abound 
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the avant-garde fiction. Realist writers isolate man in particular 
situations and the strivings of the character in response to the 
objectivity of the situations are dramatised. They have a role and a well 
defined place even in their solitariness. But in the modern writings 
man is wandering in a chaotic sea of formless solitariness. Wanderings 
of Stephan Dedalus in Ulysses and characters in the novels of Kafka are 
self-speaking examples of this argument. 

There is a sense of history in the development of characters in 
Realist literature. A character is modeled on a pre-existent’ reality. 
His/her future course of action is predictable. But the character is a 
slave to his own history and it enslaves the writer to adopt a linear type 
of narration. In the modernist writings, characters are independent of a 
‘pre-existent’ reality’ and the only existing reality is his own self. 
Modernists like Heidegger negate history. This negation of history is 
problematic. This leaves the hero without a personal history. Lukacs 
writes: “He is without a personal history, thrown into the world, 
meaninglessly, unfathomably. He does not develop through contact 
with the world; he neither forms nor is formed by it” (2r). 

In realist literature, in representing the life of human beings in its 
truthfulness, the writer is witnessing a conflict between the abstract 
and concrete nature of truthfulness. It is where the subjective and 
objective intensions of the characters placed in extreme situations are 
in a dialectics. Realist literature is a ‘concrete presentation of actual 
persons inhabiting a palpable identifiable world’ (24).Lukacs clarifies 
further that, “only in the interaction of character and environment can 
the concrete potentiality of a particular individual be singled out from 
the ‘bad infmity’of purely abstract potentialities, and emerge as the 
determining potentiality of just this individual at just this phase of his 
development”(/6/c/).This is the determining concreteness of the 
character at that particular phase of his development. In description 
both individual and typical aspects are examined and always the 
individuals are transformed into types. When we come to modernism 
this typicality is destroyed and details become mere particularities. 
Coherence of the realist world changes into incoherence. 

Auerbach in his Mimesis, The representation of Reality inWestern 
Literature defines the central achievement of the development of reality 
writing from Homer to Virginia Woolf, as the ‘serious treatment of 
everyday reality’, and the rise of more extensive and socially inferior 
human groups to the position of subject matter (Moris 48). Aristotle 
also emphasized the importance of imitation in the human intellectual 
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faculty. In Poetics Aristotle writes: “Imitation is natural to man from 
childhood, one of his advantages over the lower animals being this, that 
he is the most imitative creature in the world, and learns at first by 
imitation. And it is also natural for all to delight in works of imitation” 
(8). 

The rapidly expanding bourgeoisie readership popularized the 
novel genre, the dominant social forces being the middle class. Their 
economic and political strength gave a new impetus to the ever growing 
literary world of novels. The tone of the 19 th century fiction was largely 
confrontational and critical rather than conciliatory. Different 
philosophers of varying periods agree that realism directly emerges out 
of reality. The concept of reality is an extreme viewpoint of subjectivity. 
“Reality is not only located in the mind, but is at the mercy of the 
moods and caprices of that mind, dilates and contracts with the degree 
of activity of the consciousness” (Grand 8). Even in the question “what 
is truth”raised by Pilate in the Holy Bible, this nature of reality is 
embedded. A simple answer never satiates the questioner; therefore 
philosophers are approaching this question with all possible answers 
that will lead us into all possible directions. 

‘Reality is not what it is. It consists of the many realities which it 
can be made into’, says Wallace Stevens. Stevens continues; “No fact is a 
bare fact, neither is any individual a universe in itself. The interaction 
between things is what makes them fecund” (Grand 18). The 
interaction between imagination and reality is the basis of the character 
of literature. Stevens rejects surrealism on the basis of this. ‘Surrealism 
invents without discovering’, and maintains that ‘eventually an 
imaginary world is entirely without interest’ (177). Life is the 
inseparable part of literature. Its paradoxes are more profitable while 
making into readable literature. The subject and object should validate 
each other. Then a harmonious interaction takes place and the 
resultant emergence of imagination shaped in the moulds of reality 
becomes a fine thread of art. ‘Man’s effort is to embody truth but he 
cannot know it (Grand 55). Man’s effort is to tame the receding reality 
in the works of art. This striving of man to know truth and its 
representation is the manifesto of realism. 

Roman Jakobson, in his “On Realism in Art” (1921) outlines five 
defining characteristics of realism. They are a conscious awareness by 
both author and reader of a particular mode, its success; a stylistic 
preference for metonymic devices in which images are loosely related in 
time and space to the things they describe (as opposed to metaphor, 
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which links otherwise different things); the presence of‘redundancies’, 
i.e. elements not essential to the advancement of the plot but necessary 
as tokens of what Barthes was later to term ‘the reality effect’ and 
finally, the consistency of the prevailing mode and its realization in the 
appropriate poetic devices (Furst 9). 

Jakobson’s view has got an extrapolation in the structuralist view 
of realism. Instead of looking back to life as the source of the fiction, 
the structuralist focuses exclusively on the text itself. The reading of 
texts turns into a study of the semiotic process in the creation of, and 
organization of signs to produce a world charged with significance 
intelligible to a reader competent in the modes of ordering. The 
transaction takes place on the linguistic plane; tension arises between 
ease of intelligibility and the problematic of reading occasioned by 
uncertainties, ambivalences, contradictions and internal subversions. 
In such a hermetic/hermeneutic system there is no place for any appeal 
to an extraneous order of knowledge or of being (10). 

Philippe Hamon is totally opposed to the notion of realism as a 
copy of reality, and envisages literary forms as essentially modes of 
discourse. In the opening article in a special issue of Poetique devoted 
to realists discourse, Hamon lists out fifteen salient features of realist 
discourse. They are (1) the flash back, (2) the memory,(3) the return to 
the past or the projection into the future, which may be taken the 
familiar from of heredity and the generational chronicle, (4) the 
cohesiveness of the psychological motivation, (5) the presence of a 
parallel inter-text as a tacit model for the plot, (6) the systematic use of 
the names of protagonists and of places, (7) the overloading of the text 
with detail, which leads to its character as a paraphrasable discourse, 
(8) a potent strain of erudition, very likely authorial in origin but 
frequently disguised as emanating from one or other of the 
protagonists, (9) a marked excess of information, referred to as 
‘redundancy’, together with foreseeability of content, (10) the delegation 
of the act of narration to the fictional persona, (11) the absence of 
reference to their act of story-telling in order to maintain the 
appearance of a transparent mode of writing, (12) the ‘monosemesis’,i.e, 
unambiguity of the text with its preference for such precise facts as 
numbers and for technical language, (13) the avoidance of discrepancies 
between absence and appearance, (14) the hurriedness of the text in its 
haste to fulfill the reader’s horizon of expectations and (15) a tendency 
to critical alternations of high and low of conjunctions and 
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disjunctions; and the belief that the world is amenable to description 
and domination (Furst 13). 

Roland Barthes in his Reality Effect treats realism in terms of 
structuralist linguistics. According to Barthes “realism is essentially a 
verbal effect”, derived not from any direct reference to an extraneous 
order of reality, but from descriptive details, Tillers, padding’, 
superfluous to the action itself but coalescing cumulatively to give 
readers the impression of the real. In structuralist concepts 
verisimilitude differs from classical mimetic concepts in so far as its 
intension is to create a direct encounter between the object and the 
sign, omitting reference to any extraneous reality. The result is that the 
sign loses its validity along with formerly accepted aesthetics of 
representation (Furst 133). 

In formalist approach to reading realist texts, realist fiction is 
dominantly considered metonymic. The contiguous actions in time 
and space are connected by cause and effect, but since it cannot 
describe exhaustively, the narrative sjuzet is always in a metonymic (or 
synecdochic) relation to the fabula. The narrative text necessarily 
selects certain details and suppresses or deletes others. The selected 
details are thus foregrounded being selected, and their recurrence and 
interrelation with each other, in the narrative text becomes 
aesthetically significant. In Prague School of criticism this is called 
systematic internal foregrounding.Lilian R.Furst clarifies it further. 
“Furthermore, these details may carry connotations, building up a still 
denser pattern of equivalences especially (though not exclusively) when 
they are described in figurative language using the verbal topos of 
metonymy or metaphor” (147). This is usually called ‘symbolism’ in 
Anglo -American criticism. 

Wolfgang Iser in The Implied Reader: Pattern of communication 
from Banyan toBeckett and TheAct of Reading, A Theory of Aesthetic 
Response introducesa methodology in assimilating and anesthetizing 
creative writing in a different way. In his methodology, author, text and 
reader are in an intimate relationship, which is an ongoing process 
producing something that had not existed before. This process of 
creation is in direct conflict with notions of representation and a pre¬ 
given reality. Iser’s concept stands in opposition to conventional 
attitude to Realism. Iser’s is an open system that privileges the 
performative; i.e, “the enactment of a transaction between text and 
reader”. ‘Literary text is a playground between author and reader’ 
(Fursti5). Iser’s above statement is a part of reader response criticism. 
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Realism has its influence in poetry also. Novel is always considered 
as an antithesis to realism. What poetry stands for is always contrary to 
reality because poets always languish in Viewless wings of poesy’. Emile 
Zola while expounding his concept on ‘Experimental novel’ admits at 
the concluding part of the essay that ‘lam firmly convinced that the 
method, after it has triumphed in history and criticism, will triumph 
everywhere, in the drama and even in poetry (emphasis added) (Becker 
1 95'96)- In practice, Poetry is found to be the most resistant form of 
realism. 

Since poetry is characterized by compression of ideas, greater use 
of figurative and symbolic language, and always associated with what is 
called ‘noble and elevated’, poetry is more likely to exist in the realm of 
the invisible world rather than the empirical world (Earnshaw 105). 
This determines the contrast between prose and poetry. But this 
concept of poetry largely pertains to the Romantics and was not in 
vogue among the Victorians. When we trace down the history of poetry, 
it is not difficult to find out poetry escaping out of imaginative and 
lyrical expression of the human spirit. Greek philosophers used the 
verse medium to propagate their ideas. Eighteenth century literature 
witnessed the spurt of verse epistles. It is not a forgotten fact that 
Romantics were fond of verse narratives; and drama. So Realism, as a 
part, appeared in all these poetical forms, and its continuance in 
present day poetry is not surprising (107). 

Poetry stands for beauty and ‘an ideal of truth’; prose stands for 
whatever is real, empirical, observable- a different kind of truth. So an 
idea of ‘truth’ still underpins both of these genres, but ideas such as 
‘beauty’ and ‘spirit’ so closely associated with poetry and so little 
associated with prose, created something of a problem for prose fiction 
writers (108). 

Fernand Desnoyers wants to make Realism ‘poetic’ by altering 
where poetry- in its wider sense-can be found. 

For my part, I believe that the poetry which everybody 
believes he has in his pocket is to be found in the ugly just as 
much as in the beautiful, in the fantastic just as much as in 
the real, provided that the poetry be naive and carry 
conviction and that its form be sincere. Ugliness or beauty is 
a matter for the painter or poet; it is for him to decide and 
choose. But one thing is sure; Poetry. Like Realism, can be 
found only in what exists, in what is to be seen, smelled, 
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heard, and dreamed. Provided you don’t dream deliberately 
(Becker 82). 

So Desnoyers believes that ‘Realism is every bit as poetic as more 
traditional sources’ (Earnshaw 108). Flaubert sees poetry in everything; 
so he is an ardent supporter of Realism in poetry. In a letter to Louise 
Colet he writes: “Let’s extract Poetry from no matter what, for it is 
latent in everything and everywhere; there’s not an atom of matter that 
does not contain thought. So let’s become accustomed to considering 
the world as a work of art, the ways of which we must reproduce in our 
works” (10 9). 

Aurther Hugh Clough, accepts the force of realism and the novel, 
and argued for a change in poetic behavior. ‘For poetry to be widely 
popular, to gain the ear of multitude, Clough thought it would have to 
deal more than at present it usually does, with general wants, ordinar'y 
feelings, the obvious rather than the rare facts of human nature...the 
actual, palpable things with which our everyday life is 
concerned’(Earnshaw 112). 

Elizabeth Barret Browning’s Aurora Leigh is a good example of 
realist novel in verse in the 19 th century. Realism here means dealing 
with contemporary subject matter which clearly differs from the 
imaginary world of Tennyson’s poetry; the flagship of Victorian period. 
Browning’s intension was to regain the popularity of poetry over 
theever expanding popularity of the novel For this purpose she looks 
to the present time, as the novel did. Aurora, in her poem asks, why 
not poetry would tell a contemporary story: 

Nay, if there’s room for poets in this world 
A little overgrown (I think there is), 

Their sole work is to represent the age, 

Their age, not Charlemagne’s-this live, throbbing age, 

That brawls, cheats, maddens, calculates, aspires, 

And spends more passion, more heroic heat, 

Betwixt the mirrors of its drawing rooms, 

Then Roland with his knights at Roncesvalles (qtd.in 
Earnshaw 113). 

Robert Browning’s monologue Fra Lippo Lippi becomes a realist 
work because of its naturalistic rendering of dialogue. In one passage, 
one of Lippi’s paintings stirs some debate amongst the monks. Initially 
it meets with approval, as its audience praises its verisimilitude: 

That is the very man! 

Look at the boy who stops to pat the dog! 
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That woman’s like the prior’s niece who comes 
To care about his asthma; It’s the life! (123). 

However, these monks are reproved by senior ones who teach 
them what see and not to see, they also recognize the success of its 
verisimilitude, but condemn it for this very reason: 

How? What’s here? 

Quite from the marks of painting, bless us all! 

Faces, arms, legs and bodies like the true 
As much as pea and pea! It’s devil’s game! 

Your business is not to catch men with show, 

With homage to the perishable clay, 

But lift them over it, ignore it all, 

Make them forget, there’s such a thing as flesh. 

Your business is to paint the souls of men! (123) 
and concludes with: ‘Give us no more of body than show’s soul!’ and 
‘paint the soul, never mind the legs and arms!’(123). Here the natural 
dialogue between the monks, the mimeticism shown by the painter in 
his art, and as a result the verisimilitude it creates to the known 
concrete world make it a realistic piece of poetry. 

George Meredith’s Modern Love (1832) is another example for 
amalgamation of poetry and Realism. The poem details the breakdown 
of the narrator’s marriage when his wife has an affair. The story is told 
through fifty sixteen-line sonnets and therefore looks more prosaic in 
nature with Aurora Leigh. In the middle of the poem; it does wonder 
about what can and should be represented and about the related 
question of typicality: 

You like not that French novel? Tell me why, 

You think it quite unnatural. Let us see. 

The actors are, it seems, the usual three: 

Husband and wife, and lover, she-but fie! 

In England we’ll not hear of it. Edmond, 

The lover, her devout chagrin doth share; 

Blank-mange and absinthe are his penitent fare, 

Till his pale aspect makes her over-fond 
So, to preclude fresh sin, he tries rosbif. 

Meantime the husband is no more abused: 

Auguste forgives her ere the tear is used. 

Then hangeth all on one tremendous ‘if 

If she will choose between them. She does choose; 

And takes her husband, like a proper wife, 
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Unnatural? My dear, these things are life! 

And life, some think, is worthy of the Muse (124-125). 

The concrete construction of character’s life, ‘husband’, ‘wife’, 
‘Edmond’ etc and mention of specific locales like ‘London’ and choice of 
a commonplace subject matter such as breakage of love and deception 
and a more direct and natural rendition of narration make the poem 
realist in its nature and stands a good testimony of the genre. 

A thorough analysis of various views on realism has been made so 
far in order to define realism. Theories on realism from the age of 
classical realist like Balzac, Stendhal, George Eliot, Dickens and other 
19 th century writers of England and France are given primary 
importance. A detailed analysis of Marxian realist critic, George Lukacs 
provides all the pros and cons of the movement of Realism throughout 
Europe and other parts of the world. Interpretation of realism in the 
modern period is incorporated by bringing into account the views of 
Roland Barthes, Roman Jacobson and others. Postmodernists like 
Wolfgang Iser introduced new methodology to approach Realism and 
this fact has also been taken into account for discussion in this chapter. 

Based on the above concepts, Realism can be defined as follows. 

Realism is an approach to literature which concentrates on a 
truthful presentation of stories, characters and settings that are familiar 
to us in the contemporary every day world, with a spacial and temporal 
necessity of the present or recent past. The events are arranged in a 
linear fashion with a characteristically omniscient narrative point of 
view. The locale, plot and denouement are the result of the author’s 
direct observation or are based on reliable reports. The characters and 
story line are plausible, and in this, they are commonplace, rather than 
ordinary. The working and middle classes are adequately represented, 
since they form the majority of the society. Realist novels, in another 
sense, are a faithful copy of our life and surroundings, where the 
relationship between the author, reader and the text are determined by 
a poetic reflection of reality.The above concept of realism will be 
instrumental in analyzing Seth’s novels in the coming chapters. 
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Chapter II 

Realism in Vilcram Seth’s Novels 

Vikram Seth’s novels are splendid examples of realism in its 
various manifestations. As discussed at the end of the first chapter, the 
features of Realism explicitly evident in his novels are his realistic 
narration, characterization, peopling of the plot with commonplace 
characters, adherence to truthfulness and plausibility and his unique 
social concern. His first novel, The Golden Gate is crafted in verse and 
then follows his magnum opus A Suitable Boy. An Equal Music is a 
masterly exploration of western classical music with a realist approach. 
The truthfulness and familiarity of the locale, plot and characters play a 
decisive role in ascertaining the merit of realism experimented by the 
author. The author has stressed his narration around the everyday 
reality of common people in all the three novels. He has established 
the much needed sense of history in his works as envisioned by George 
Lukacs in his monumental studies on Realism. The narration of the 
first two texts is in third person and this omniscient narrator observes 
and conveys the essentials of the plot to the reader. The plausibility of 
the story narrated is unquestionable as evidenced by the commonplace 
nature of the characters and events. As a true classical realist Seth 
relies on middleclass characters and their sensibilities and due 
importance is given to the lower strata and working class sections of the 
people at appropriate positions in the novel. Seth’s masterful use of 
realism coupled with his social consciousness makeshis novels a rare 
achievement in Indian writing in English. 

Seth’s practice of Realism is different from European Realism. 
Seth has to encounter a different society, which is stagnant, 
superstitious, and heterogeneous. Incorporation of such a different 
environment in fiction is a Herculean challenge to the writer. Seth 
adopts his own version of realism to represent the politically servile, 
economically deprived and socially circumscribed post-independent 
Indian society in his magnum opus. Seth handles socially mobile Indian 
middle class in A Suitable Boy. The modes operandi of European realists 
which is suitable to the industrialized Europe cannot be applied 
tolndian society as such. This justifies Seth’s deliberate deviations from 
the European cannons of Realism. So the type of realism practised by 
writers like Vikram Seth are neither European nor Victorian in its real 
sense, but a remodeled realism, which suitably carries the 
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inconsistencies, and orthodoxies of stagnant Indian society. With 
respect to The Golden Gate and An EqualMusic, Seth adheres to 
European classical realist conventions. But his ideological basis is 
Indian while he encounters truthfulness in both the novels, and 
whenever a confrontation arises between his European and Indian 
sensibilities, his Indianness triumphs over the former. 

Features of realism in The Golden Gate 

Seth’s first novel, The Golden Gate is a realistic novel in verse 
medium and it adheres to all the features of realism that discussed in 
detail in the first chapter. Based on those theoretical assertions the 
salient features of realism in Seth’s The Golden Gate and other two 
novels with special emphasis on A Suitable Boy are explored in this 
chapter. 

Seth’s verse novel, The Golden Gate superbly adheres to cannons 
of Realism in an explicit way. The novel follows a linear pattern of 
narration, splendid characterization, and it is adorned with a plot of 
plausible and truthful nature. Seth’s unique social concern truthfully 
portrays the angst of the hypermodern American society with 
prophetical insights imbued with powerful observation. Seth’s verse 
novel is a successor of other path breaking productions of the same 
genre as discussed in the last part of Chapter I.Features of Realism in 
The Golden Gate are discussed in length and breadth in the first part of 
this chapter. 

Realistic narration 

Realism is the mode of narration Seth adheres to in the The 
Golden Gate. In the opening stanza of chapter one, Seth gives us the 
exact time, place and persons of the novel which is largely fictional than 
poetic. So, Seth Says, in 1980 there lived a man called John Brown, who 
is a computer scientist working for a software company linked to 
nuclear arms. Seth gives us a picture of John through perfect detailing. 
John is good looking, with a formal dressing. His voice is low with a 
sound mind. He is a workaholic man with a “plastic name tag hangs 
around his collar like votive necklace”(2). He is well paid,jogs regularly 
and dislikes church and heavy drinking. 

Like Michael of An Equal Music he is also haunted by a certain 
melancholy. He thinks, “if I died, who’d be sad?/ Who’d weep? Who’d 
gloat? Who would be glad” (1). 
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The novel is full of realistic images. The copes chasing the traffic 
offender, the ways burdened with over-traffic, bill-boards on the 
highways etc are some of them. The following stanza is full of such 
realistic images: 

The freeway sweeps past humming pylons, 

Past Canterbury carpet mart, 

Warehouses, ads displaying nylons 
On shapely legs that make John start. 

A Cigarette ad, sweet and suborning 
Subverts the Surgeon General’s warning. 

A craggy golfer, tanned, blue eyed, 

Insouciantly stands beside 
A Porsche-caged blonde; coolly patrician, 

He puffs a menthol-tipped king-size. 

John tries to curb his vagrant eyes 
And need the poet’s admonition 
“Beneath this slab John Brown is stowed 
He watched the ads and not the road (36). 

Seth narrates realistically the prevalent social customs in 
America. John is a lonely person. He is melancholic in nature and his 
former love, Janet Hayakawa, a sculptor, advises him to advertise in the 
newspaper, for a companion. After trying one or two girls from the 
responses he received, John chooses a third one, Elizabeth Dorati (Liz). 
She describes what she is in the letter. She is twenty seven years old, 
with a square contenance, who hasn’t fallen in love yet, and confident 
of herslf as good looking (46-47). 

Seth keeps up the presence of an omniscient narratorin The 
Golden Gate. Seth’s narrative technique is strickly realistic. The narrator 
is detached from the plot and interferesvery little with the characters. 
The narrative voice is passive and simple with no added 
embellishments. The meeting of Liz and John in a restaurant is 
narrated in that manner: 

She’s lovely”, John thinks, almost staring 
They shake hands. John’s heart gives a lurch. 

“Handsome, all right, and what he’s wearing 
Suggests he’s just returned from church... 

Sound, solid, practical and active”, 

Thinks Liz, “I find him quite attractive... 

Then John orders a croissant and espresso and Liz, a sponge and a cup 
of tea (52-53). 
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Seth narrates the romance of Liz and John with passion and 
vividness. Both the lovers are starved of love for long and are giving 
each other the fullness of their heart without fail: “They kiss, they are/ 
caought in a panic of embracing./They cannot hold each other 
tight/Enough against the chll of night”(62). 

As the narration progresses; the author interferes at one moment 
of the plot. Liz and John are enjoying their romantic life and in the 
meanwhile, the narrator invites the reader to another direction: 

As Liz and john are move out of focus 
Into an amorous mist, let’s shift 
Our lens, Dear Reader, to a locus 
An hour south along that rift 

That unnerves half of California. (68) (Emphasis added). 

Seth interposes linear narration with reminiscences of his 
characters. This is a common tactic he employs in An Equal Music also. 
28 year old Phil (John’s school mate) and his six year old son Paul are 
sitting upon a hill. He further reminisces his boyhood and feels that 
when he was at his son’s age his mood was also unfixed. He is growing 
bald, points out his son. Phil admits that ‘It’s good that we grow bald 
when old” (70). 

Phil has given up his software job in Datatronics, a ‘hive of 
robotics and moronics’. He obeys “the SOS of his heart” to resist “the 
space and missile race” in which his mother country is involved in and 
he resigns the lucrative job in protest against it by shocking his friends 
(71). Phil is always presented along with certain natural backgrounds in 
the midst of a group of like-minded friends, who like a large family 
enjoys rituals such as olive picking, and pickling, Sunday morning 
community breakfasts, and stands by one another in times of crisis. A 
certain warm and fecund energy characterizes Phil. 

The sentimentality that characterizes John engulfs Phil also. He is 
divorced from Claire; and live with his son. The father-son duo make a 
melancholic note; Phil sometimes remembers his ex-wife and her 
habits. When Paul demands a spider, as a pet, Phil remembers his wife: 
“Why rabbits, Dad?,They make great pets/ Your mother used to like...” 
Phil falters, /Halts in mid-utterance and alters/What he had meant to 
say (75). 

The last ten sonnets of chapter three make a shift in narration by 
taking a sudden leap in time, moving ahead to a concert hall a few 
months later. This enhances the realism of the plot, by choosing a 
concert hall as the meeting place of Phil and John (both University 
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mates). John befriends Phil’s son Paul and tells him a fairy tale. The last 
ten stanzas also bring into fore the description of western classical 
music, which he develops into a major theme in his latter novel, An 
Equal Music. 

Seth ingeniously brings his self-portrait during the course of 
narration. In the party hosted by John and Liz for their house warming, 
Kim Tarvesh (an anagram ofVikram Seth) makes a fleeting appearance 
as a research student among the guests: “While, bowed down with gray 
futility/Of his dank thesis, Kim Tarvesh/Ogles convexities of flesh/And 
maximizes his utility/By drowning in his chilled Chablis/His economic 
Ph.D” (101). 

Seth maintains linear narration throughout the textwhich 
strengthens the realist characteristics of the novel. John is a 
representative of the power mongering, techno savvy impatient youth, 
who are lured by the promises of the Silicon Valley. During their 
College days, John and his Berkeley friends used to have ‘beery jokes 
and fights’ amidst their pursuit for grades and knowledge. But in the 
Silicon Valley Tiles takes precedence over friends and labour is lauded 
at the cost of riven leisures’. Seth picturises the contemporary reality of 
American youths who are behind power and money and, their resultant 
despair and loneliness. 

John, to save himself from his loneliness phones his friend Phil, 
but receives no answer. Then he phones Janet Hayakawa, a sculptor 
and his former love, estranged on mutual agreement to languish freely 
in their own areas of interest. She is also a drummer in a popular band 
of the city called Liquid Sheep. So her ‘hand and eye deployed in 
daytime/ Yield, when night comes, to ear and hand’ (8). 

Janet’s works haven’t got the desired critical acclaim she desires 
and the critics’ common nose sniff magisterially at her shows’ (9). Seth 
makes fun of the heartless and brainless art critics in the following 
lines: 

“With smooth and blinkered savagery, 

Servile and shave, obsessed by fashion, 

These chickenhearted chickenshits 

Jerk off their weak and venomous wits” (10). 

Seth presents Janet as an average second generation Japanese 
American. So she has her pet cats Cuff and Link which ‘have fish to eat 
and cream to drink’ (11). 

John recalls Janet’s fine features while waiting over phone. He 
recalls ‘Janet’s warm beauty, smiling calm, her dark eyes, high- boned 
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features, falling black ponytail and her vagrant charm’(i2). The 
answering machine, John’s phone No. 234-4963 are all pointers to the 
realistic world, which Seth’s realism faithfully copies to make a 
plausible plot. The narration is linear with occasional retrospections. 

To make the situation homely and more realistic, Seth resorts to 
shorter dialogues and its brevity makes the plot so familiar and 
contemporary. While John dines with Janet, ‘His chopsticks fasten on 
beef bordered/with broccoli’. The enticing scents swim over the noise 
and the greasy table. The beer bottles help them to start small talks. 
John deposes before Janet his mental tribulations which achieves a 
mock heroic tone. 

The sunflower of my youth is wilting 
The tower of my dreams is tilting 
The zoom lens of my zest is blurred 
The drama of my life’s absurd (16). 

To John’s indignation and loneliness Janet makes a 
suggestion:“We’ve got to put a stop to this./There has to be a swift 
solution/To this impasse. ..advertise” (21). (Emphasis added). 

The loneliness and alienation the rich American youth 
experiences get a realistic representation here. For a computer 
engineer, to advertise for a companion in his life seems odd and 
mechanical and it reflects the deeper malady of callousness that has 
engulfed the hypermodern society of America. 

What? Advertise? You must be joking!” 

1 m serious , Jan, you re nuts , 1 m not . 

“You know, Jan, you’ve had such a soaking 
In Tsingtao you don’t know what’s what. 

Me advertise? You must be kidding”! (22). 

Narration at certain places turns cinematic with inculcation of popular 
elements of heightened action. Ed and Phil face jail sentence for ten 
days for their participation in the anti-nuclear agitation. Ed and Phil 
are exchanging their experience of their ten days of quarantine (228). 
Ed gets excited when Phil’s eyes fall on him. ‘Ed thinks of the first time 
they met’ (230). Ed feels that ‘a curtain of doubt has dropped across his 
eyes’ (231). The affairs of men are uncertain. Even though Phil speaks 
with openness he is mum on his earlier life and doesn’t reveal anything 
about his former wife. Ed asks her details to Phil, and enquires why he 
doesn’t keep even a picture of her in his house at least for Paul’s sake. 
Phil laughs it off and replies. ‘Ed, I love you...and there is no sense in 
scouring ravens’ why condense/The happiness that floats above you/ by 
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seeding it with doubt and pain/Crystals that force it down as rain”(232). 
They go for a walk to a coffee shop, and then browse the books in the 
book shop. Back home they engage in a game that involves words and 
their spellings. 

On that night, Ed hesitates to bed with Phil, he feels ‘lovers 
indeed/Must shed more than their clothes. They had/To shed their 
bodies’ (238). He asks Phil why can’t they be just friends. Phil’s eyes 
well with pain. Phil’s sadness disturbs Ed. Ed’s confession doesn’t 
please Phil and he says; ‘Well Ed, search out your own salvation’. He 
continues angrily. “Since your charm will keep you fairly safe from 
harm/And you’ve insured yourself with heaven/Do me the courtesy to 
abstain/From commenting on my pain/I’m off to bed it’s past 
eleven/Sleep on the bed, or on the floor/Whichever boosts your goodly 
score’( 239 - 4 o). 

Ed and Phil then engage in a verbal duel. In the end Ed physically 
overpowers Phil The fisticuffs go on just like in a popular film which 
has all the ingredients for cheap entertainment. Seth’s filling up of the 
body of the novel with sentiments and perverted sex reveals the target 
group of readers for whom he has crafted the novel. Rohini Mokashi 
Punekar is right when she comments: “This novel which blends anti¬ 
romantic satire of the gentler kind with sentiment belongs more truly 
to the genre of popular art described as ‘family entertainment’ with 
something for each member of the bourgeoisie family” (91). 

Seth’s narration often turns into psychological exploration of his 
characters’ moral dilemma. Ed’s hesitation to have sex with Phil and the 
resultant fisticuffs arise out of his moral dilemma. His Christian 
conscience modeled on religious dogmas is always pulling him away 
from the warm and passionate love of Phil. Phil says, “when every time 
I’m taking/You in my arms, thinking how true,/How clear, how fine our 
love is, you/Are thinking -what?-that this explosion,/This passing 
blasphemes God’s will-/That we are pigs drunk on our swill/ And 
filth”(242). He also enlightens Ed that this is not the Middle Ages but 
the twentieth century; even the Church itself is strict or lenient 
according to what’s most convenient. The teaching of the Church is as 
same as Christ’s time—unchanged as rock. Phil asks is it good if Ed’s 
body dries up unused? Ed is abusing his body-the fine gift of God. 
“Why unduly would God create a perfect form/if not to make our lives 
more warm” (244) - reasons Phil. Ed’s feelings get tensed on hearing 
Phil’s admonitions. He trembles when Phil says: “Ed, sometimes you 
resemble/Some sensitive fanatic ass/Still stuck in catechism class” 
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(246). Ed’s endurance is ebbing down. He thinks, “And your robust 
assurance/Your self-accepting psychic bounce/Frustrates me sometimes 
past endurance” (247). Ed strongly feels that if he doesn’t keep his love 
for Phil platonic, he will be debased, will be false to his reason and will 
be unclean. Phil fails to win over Ed, that night they sleep on the same 
bed, untouched. Ed leaves Phil next day. “a right good-bye” (250). 

Seth’s narration In The Golden Gate often slips into melodrama. 
This is especially evident when he narrates personal relations. Liz’s cat 
Charlemagne is causing bitterness in her relation with John. Liz’s anti¬ 
nuclear stand keeps her close to Phil. Liz’s brother Ed is in love with 
Phil, which makes her surprise and at the same time apprehensive. John 
dislikes their relations. He is a puritan in matters of sex. John’s rude 
attitude disheartens Liz. John infuriates Phil on his relation with Ed. 
John is so shocked on Phil’s relation with Ed. John’s aversion is evident 
in Phil’s reaction. He says to John: “Don’t gape at me-I’m not a 
rhesus/Monkey with AIDS” (260). 

John stammers, shakes his head, then he shivers and emits a 
small bleat of disgust at Phil’s malformed and sickening lust. Liz cajoles 
the irritated Phil. They go for a walk, talks about their agitation against 
the Lungless Lab; weave good friendly relations with each other. Liz 
understands that John’s rabidity is not a result of his lack of childhood 
love. 

“...this rigidity 

Of John’s is less a function of 

Innate intemperate rabidity 

Than of a childhood lack of love” (275). 

Seth makes a realistic approach to personal relations. His 
narration often brings out the shortcomings in the temperament of his 
characters. John turns suspicious of Liz’s relations with Phil and their 
relation become savour and volatile. Liz regrets her decision to leave 
her home for John. She turns violent and accuses John of abusing her: 
“...don’t abuse me-/John, I can’t take it-don’t accuse me/Of having an 
affair with Phil-? Don’t drive me to it-or I will”(304). 

The ease and effectiveness of narration become evident when 
Seth brings up a blooming relationship between Phil and Liz. The 
situation he conjures up is so plausible and truthful so that nobody 
doubts the characters’ intentions which will finally lead to its logical 
conclusion. When Phil gets acquitted in the Longless Lab agitation due 
to the intelligent performance of Liz, it is evident that both of them will 
end up as lovers. Her intelligent performance and her status of being an 
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estranged lover of John’s ignite Phil’s passion for Liz. Phil proposes to 
her in a blunt manner at the very moment he hears from her lips that 
she and John are estranged. “Oh well then, Liz, try me instead”(3i8). 
Liz’s initial response was disappointing. Phil grieves over his past 
experiences:'! loved a woman-and was dropped/I loved a man-and that 
too flopped/Passion is a prelude to disaster”(3i9). 

But two weeks later, they become man and wife and ‘set sail on 
the calm pond of life’ (321). Liz-Phil relations also add to melodrama 
and it is very cinematic. Human relations are shallow and rapture on 
flimsy grounds. Seth’s pen doesn’t reach the real simmering social 
issues of the metropolis. In his attempt to versify the sentiments, he 
turns blind to the real reality. Seth explains the reactions of John on 
receipt of Liz’s wedding invitation. John is devoid of any greatness of 
character. He plunges into the status of an envious, disgruntled anti 
hero of the popular movies. Seth’s shallowness remains in shaping his 
characters in his later novels also. John’s immaturity and imperfection 
of character is evident in the vituperative letter he writes to Liz after he 
heard of her marriage with Phil. He demands to clear her belongings at 
the earliest to free himself of any memory of her. He adds further: “If 
other/Business remained, his lawyers would/Meet her, and clear things 
up for good” (322). 

Seth’s embitterment with art critics reveals when he narrates 
Janet Hayakawa’s exhibition of her sculptures and paintings and the 
reaction it elicits from art critics. On June 10 th , Janet arranges her 
exhibition in a small gallery, Marcus Ladd, which is a revamped 
warehouse in the mission. The art critic of The Clarion makes a very 
acerbic comment on her work. “I trust/Miss Hayakawa’s terse 
aridity...Does not mislead colleagues of mine...To judge these feeble 
works as strong...Promiscuously strung in schemeless/Sequence strives 
vainly to disown/its formalism and immaturity (355-56). 

Seth’s endeavour to craft a verse novel that thematise the 20 th 
century American society through the obsolete form of a Russian poem, 
Aurora Leigh has raised eyebrows in the academic and critical world. As 
the modern writers do, Seth could have chosen the path of theories of 
diaspora, hybridity, liminality etc; but he clung to the simple and 
unfashionable sonetic form, with realistic narration. Seth anticipates 
the harsh criticism of the academic world; and he places a self-portrait 
in his sculptor-character Janet Hayakawa who was destined to receive 
bitter criticism for her work from ‘These chickenhearted chickenshits’ 
to jerk off their weak and venomous wits’ (10). 
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Realistic style 

Seth’s construction of The Golden Gate in a sonnet like form 
enhances its realist structure. The narration becomes formal and the 
rigid form of verse helps to identify with the concrete world outside, 
which it fictionalizes. The rhyming scheme of the verses is 
aBaBccDDeFFeGG where the lower cases correspond to feminine 
rhymes (Where the stress doesn’t fall on the last syllable) and the upper 
case corresponds to the masculine rhymes. The lines are composed in 
iambic tetrameter contrary to the styles of Petrarch, Spenser and 
Shakespeare where the lines are in iambic pentameter. It is otherwise 
known as Onegin Stanza (Punekar 97). Poems written in Iambic 
tetrameter is not a novelty in English. Chapter six of John Fuller’s novel 
in verse, The Illusionist is one example.lt is the speed and lightness of 
wit the lines of Seth bear makes it different from Fuller’s. This is 
achieved by the diction and short conversational sentences; but also by 
the fact that syntactical endings do not always coincide with the line 
endings and by the use of feminine rhymes and enjambments. The use 
of both catalexis and hypercatalexis also reinforces the conversational, 
at times flippant, rhythm of the lines. (Khair; GJV.Prasad 56). Seth’s 
successful attempt on the verse novel elevates Indian English poetry to 
its rightful position Vis a Vis to the British/American poetry where the 
languages occupie the predominant position as the spoken language. 
As Khair observes; the relation between primary speech genres and 
secondary speech genres in English speaking-and-writing in India is not 
the same as it is in Australia, England or Jamaica. Like Sanskrit and 
Persian, English in India also enjoys a long and rich tradition of 
literatures written in textual languages employed by the elites (52-53). 
“Even when we accent nine words out of ten as an English or American 
person would, we do stress the tenth word differently and it is this 
tenth word that can makes Indian poetry in English Indian English” 
(51). It is in this context that we need to understand the height and 
success Seth has achieved in versifying his novel. Khair clarifies further: 
“This metre, with its largely regular allocation of stresses in sentences of 
international standard English, ostensibly spoken by a cosmopolitan 
Californian voice, reduces the handicap that Indian English poetry 
often harbours under” (57). 

Seth’s skill in versification is unsurpassed in the contemporary 
Indian poetry in English. This particular mode of narration adds to the 
brevity and beauty of the movement of the plot. Iambic tetrameter lines 
with short and abrupt dialogues make the passage speedy and vibrant. 
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The essential mood of abruptness is easily transferred to the reader 
with the desired effect. Here Seth effectively blends poetry with fiction. 
To a hesitating John, Janet’s suggestion is “Your mind needs clearing of 
debris of prejudice” ( Golden 23). The line is a pointer to Seth’s next 
novel on music, An Equal Music, where words magnificently resemble a 
rearranged verse novel. Seth is more poetic than prosaic in his novels. 

Realism, versification and poetry make a unique mixture in many 
of the stanzas in The Golden Gate. The three elements play their role 
individually and collectively throughout the novel. But in some stanzas 
the three units play excellently, making it an unforgettable piece of 
poetry and fiction. Seth poetically narrates one morning of John with 
his love, Liz. The early morning light that is ‘breaking irresolutely 
thorugh the wide bay windos of their bedroom’ creates a mood of love 
in John and he fondly remembers the way she untied her falling hair 
last night (160). The stanza is full of visual images that creats a flowing 
sensation in the minds of the readers. 

Certain critics have a different opinion on Seth’s use of tetrameter 
in The Golden Gate. Anita Desai remarks that too much is made of the 
fact that the verse form used is tetrameter sonnet employed by Pushkin. 
She opines that the analogy is unfortunateandThe Golden Gate for all its 
technical achievement is essentially light verse closer in spirit to John 
Betjeman and Ogden Nash than to Pushkin’s ferocious and satirical wit. 
Critical responses to The Golden Gate have by and large been centered 
on Seth’s application of the highly formalized structure of the sonnet 
sequence to a novel in verse. Seth’s craftsmanship has been lauded for 
the traditional use of metre and rhyme, the elegance and fluency of his 
poetic diction. Bobb and Digirolamo opine that “Such artistry has not 
been seen for over a century”, and his skill and control over his use of 
verse that can come only from having imbibed deeply the poetic 
traditions of English literature (Pandurang 73). 

Reviewers are divided on their opinion of Seth’s sonnetic form for 
TheGolden Gate. Vijay Mishra opines that this narrative style (author in 
third person speaking in his own voice) consequently creates a point of 
view that is objective, ironical and detached, and which dispels the 
illusion of reality. An ironic effect is created which enables readers to 
judge the protagonists impartially and refrain from identifying with the 
plot and characters too closely. Seth thus puts in a distance between 
the reader and the tale. Mishra adds that Seth uses the sonnet for a 
specifically productive purpose which is to discourage audience’s 
empathy and this comes from an outsider’s stance. The narrative 
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rendered in complex rhyme scheme forces the reader to become aware 
of its fictional quality and of the artificial process of artistic creation. 
Some other critics have the view that Seth’s sonnetic form makes the 
characters flat and non-provocative. According to Dervesh Patel the 
characters seem detached from the plot and giving one the uneasy 
feeling of inhabiting, at once, a collective psyche. After all detachment 
works well when observing, but proves absolutely anemic if used to 
delineate characters in a longer form (92) 

Seth’s epistolary style enhances the realistic character of his verse 
novel. To convey his mental torments on his perverted sexuality and 
love with Phil, Ed tries to write a letter to him. This epistolary style is a 
consistent style Seth uses in all his three novels; which solemnly 
declares his affinity to classical realist style. Ed writes: 

‘Dear Phil, forgive me, I don’t know 
How you’ll react when you receive this. 

Perhaps you’ll think, “I don’t believe this. 

We talked for two whole days. What could 
Be left that I’ve misunderstood? (135). 

Then he crumples the paper and throws it to the corner of the room 

Truthfulness 

Seth gives us a truthful picture of the Californian society in which 
his major characters live and die. This is an important feature of the 
realist text. Seth also follows this established canon of Realism while 
fictionalizing the Californian society. The picture ranges from trivial 
social issues to contemporary sexual mores. There are housewarming 
parties, wine making picnics, weekend journeys and lavish breakfasts, 
and gestalt groups. The individuals are fond of pets. Janet’s cat Cuff and 
Link, Liz’s dearest Siamese cat called Charlemagne and Phil’s Iguana 
Schwarzenegger are examples. Computer games such as Star Wars, art 
exhibitions and classical symphonies make the society vibrant and 
enthusiastic. Seth makes deliberate attempts to mask his Indianness by 
inculcating as many cultural codes as possible to ward off the suspicion 
that a non-Californian is doing the writing. “Leslie suggests that the 
text is filled with details about California“that natives sometimes 
overlook because of excessive familiarity”, and Craig Tapping wonders if 
the work might be considered in terms of Seth “returning the gaze that 
has so often found India exotic, on that most exotic hot house of late 
20 th century capitalist culture-California” “(Pandurang 76). 
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Seth paints the city of San Francisco in all its wonderful glory, 
delineating all the minute things that constitute the heartbeats of the 
city: Pumpkin pie, bubble gum, freeways, traffic cops chasing the 
speeding cars, witty bumper stickers, bill board, demonstrations, the 
Bay area, the gay bars, the city is presented as a living, pulsating entity 
in which intellectual progress coexists with sexual licentiousness. This 
is done specifically to highlight the superficiality of man’s existence in 
such a city, where life has regenerated into an endless striving with no 
meaning. Even the language is reproduced as it is spoken; it is replete 
with the colour and idiom of American English. The picture of San 
Francisco Seth conjures up is three dimensional from the way the mind 
works, its physical attributes, its oddities, its moral standards, work 
ethics, single parenting, love, leisure, friendship, altogether create quite 
a complete mosaic (Gupta 56). 

The title of the book Viz The Golden Gate employs realism in its 
most prominent manner. Golden Gate Bridge in California is an 
engineering marvel. It is a suspension bridge where no visible means of 
support is seen. Its function in the novel is to connect two geographical 
locations in the Bay area as well as to connect the protagonists with 
their natural surroundings thereby cementing the relations between 
them. Ed’s amorous attempt on Phil gets its fulfillment after his drive 
along the bridge. A “benediction” steals over his heart. Then he 
decides to “phone Phil” (135). After Phil has a bitter argument with 
John, he and Liz take a drive together to the Bay, and walk across the 
bridge: “the most-majestic spun by man-/Whose threads of steel 
through mists and showers,/Wind spray, and the momentous roar/Of 
ocean storms, link shore to shore” (270). While on the bridge, Phil and 
Liz open out to each other about their difficult relationship with Ed and 
John respectively (Pandurang 87). 

Realistic characterization 

One of the prominent features of Realism is its true-to-life 
characterization. Through these tactics, the author maintains his 
inevitable link with the external world, to which he depends to draw his 
raw material for fictionalization. Seth’s meticulous care and efficacy in 
shaping his characters in The Golden Gate is a living example to this 
fact. Seth characterizes John as a lonely person devoid of warmth and 
support from the near ones. ‘John feels a cold cast of self-pity envelop 
him. John’s mother is dead. His father rarely replies his letter that he 
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sends rarely. When he watches a group of school girls in an ice cream 
parlour, he realizes that only he’s alone (5). 

John is sensitive against inefficiencies and he ‘rails against the 
nameless crimes of the post office’ (5). He is equally worried about the 
delays causedfor the posts sent from coast to coast. 

The religious and moral pull makes Ed a tormented person. He is 
reeling under the sense of guilt having committed unnatural sex with 
Phil. He is becoming more and more confessional. He loves his friend 
Phil intensely but is in a moral dilemma. This characteristic trait of 
Ed’s personality reflects occasionally in the course of narration. Seth’s 
moral stand on unnatural sexual relationship intermingles with Ed’s 
moral dilemma. Because of his ‘unoriginal thoughts of sin’ Ed’s 
concentration loses and he wavers in a moral dilemma. 

In the demeanour of the major characters in The Golden Gate, 
there lies between them, what is called in psychology the ‘relationship 
anxiety-the refusal to grow into a mature relationship. Although John 
and Janet are making earnest attempt to get over this anxiety in the 
course of the novel, when Janet dies it is suddenly too late for them. 
Phil and Liz are the only ones who do not suffer from it and 
appropriately, they are the ones rewarded with secure, happy lives. 
Apart from Phil and Liz, the other characters somehow fail to realize 
that the security provided by a permanent relationship cannot be 
replaced by an outwardly successful life, and that pets can never fully 
substitute the warmth of human bonding. Ed’s anxiety is a different 
kind, he wants the heart without the body to keep his soul guiltless, but 
does not want to face the fact that this is not what he really wants (Guta 
40). 

Seth thematically develops the role of American women in their 
society. American women are pioneers in fighting against patriarchy 
and find their own niche in the society. Liz and Janet are the 
representatives of these enterprising and single individuals who strive 
for themselves as well as for their companions in the society. By 
profession Liz is a lawyer, enjoys music and can scholastically deliver a 
quote worthy speech in support of the anti-nuke campaigns. Janet on 
the other hand is a sculptor, and a drummer. She is the representative 
of the artistic woman. Her success is still away, for the players in the 
art-criticism are men and they view the work of a woman with a biased 
mind. Both the women are single and they shower lavishly their love 
on their pets- an ideal representation of the average American women- 
Liz in the end comes out of her loneliness by making a permanent 
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relationship with Phil. The outgoing old values are represented in 
characters like Liz’s mother. Hyper modernism has made some of the 
women selfish as represented by Phil’s wife Claire. She is too devoid of 
the milk of human kindnessesand deserts her husband and six year old 
son without a look back and goes in search of her own personal 
gratification of comfort and happiness (Gupta 42). 

Breaking of relations is common in Seth’s novels. This is the 
result of the impulsiveness and fetishism of his characters. The 
characters do not grow beyond certain stereotyped models. Their 
actions are preemptive and predictable. Sentimentalization and 
melodramatization plunge his characters into cheap popular moulds. 
The Golden Gate is no exception. 

Features of Realism- A Suitable Boy 

The shallowness and populism of The Golden Gate change to 
Seth’s deeper and mature understanding of Indian society and its 
splendid fictionalization in A Suitable Boy. This he achieves through an 
almost Tolstoyan application of Realism with a modern outlook. He 
fictionalizes the unimpressed fifties of the Indian nation with a varied 
sense of history. 

When asked about what got him interested in that specific time 
period of 1950-52, Seth said,“I just got stuck in this early period 
which...was amuch richer period than I’d imagined it would be”(GVG 
Prasad22). The narrative is mainly built around an imaginary town, 
Brahmpur, Calcutta.He dwells on Zamindari abolition, leather industry, 
general elections, Hindu-Muslim face off, the things which entailed a 
good deal ofresearch. Like his character, Maan Kapoorin the novel, Seth 
learnt Urdu from a teacher “in order to understand the nuances of 
Muslim culture better” (L.Seth 350), read all the land reform cases, 
visited shoemakers’ families in Agra, gathered intimate knowledge of 
Muslim villagers in eastern UP, of by lanes and gullies in Old Delhi and 
went for a dip in the Kumbh Mela at Allahabad (M. Prasad 12-13). Seth’s 
insistence on truthfulness doesn’t need any other better testimony. 

As Shyam S. Agarwalla opines, Seth’s A Suitable Boy “is an 
effective thought about life-the life not in slices but the life in its 
totality, in the Nehruvian era of Indian civilization (9). Pre-independent 
Indian writers were die-hard nationalists who induced the spirit of 
nationalism in the reading public and it augmented our struggle for 
independence. The superior Indian mysticism and spiritualism were 
their trump cards against the oppressive foreign power, both in its 
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political and cultural spheres. Post-independent writers like Amitav 
Ghosh, Upamannyu Chatterjee, Shashi Tharoor, Nina Sibal, Pratap 
Sharma, Nayantara Sahgal and Vikram Seth came out of these cliched 
fictional perceptions and they started representing India in its everyday 
reality. In another sense, their works witnessed a revivification of 
realism in the Indian fictional context. 

As the industrial revolution of England ignited the imagination of 
Austen and Dickens, the political undercurrents and waning away of 
pre-independent public and political morality influenced the creative 
minds in India. Nehruvian socialist and industrial revolution catalyzed 
this thought process. The Indian society gradually became avaricious 
and familial and individual relations lost their sanctity. This fact is 
sharply observed by Nirad C Choudhari in his The Continent of Circle. 
“It is this love of money which is the true motive behind the 
industrialization of India” (84). The result of this new found greed led 
to the birth of the Indian middle class. Seth’s Austenian leanings begin 
at this particular fact. As Mrs. Bennet of Pride and Prejudice Mrs. Roopa 
Mehra also shares the typical middle class sentiments. The society at 
large is moving at a faster pace and in the meanwhile the past ills of the 
Indian society get perpetuated at the cost of the poor and the 
powerless. The fictional works of post-independent writers sadly 
remind this fact. 

A Suitable Boy is a bold assertion of a new found Indianness. This 
particular Indianness shown by Seth is neither assertive nor submissive 
but a self-conscious optimistic introspection for an unambiguous 
representation before the entire world. This new found Indianness is in 
contradiction with what Prof. Narasimhaiah has asserted that “A 
Suitable Boy is unsuitable to the Indian mind and most unsuitable to 
the Indian spirit”(2o). Ali Lakhani, on the other hand says: “It is a book 
about India and Indians that is neither condescending nor judgmental, 
told by an Indian ‘insider’...who writes with an amphibious dexterity 
that puts both the Indian and non-Indian reader alike at 
ease”(Pandurang 15). A Suitable Boy has a canonical status in 
postcolonial writing. Martha Mcphee, one of the authors featured in 
Meetthe Writers, when quizzed by Barnes&Noble.com in summer 2004 
about her all-time favourite reads, had this to say about why she adored 
A Suitable Boy: 

It is a brilliant book-Tolstoyan in a way that few books are 
today: broad, deep, long, a literary saga that describes a 
culture, a country, written by a fearless writer so deeply smart 
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and penetrating he can go inside any heart he chooses and 
know it as he knows his own. In the end, the reader can’t help 
but fall in love withall the characters; Seth is an incredibly 
generous writer. He loves his characters, loves watching them 
moves through history (M. Prasad 10). 

Geographic boundaries have assumed a newfound meaning in the 
context of postcolonial literature. When the spirit of Indianness is 
inquired in A SuitableBoy, one should take into account the new 
creative ambience that gets exposed before the writers of post¬ 
independent India. Mala Pandurang asserts that: 

In view of today’s cross continental mobility, and the growing 
technological challenges to conventional boundaries of the 
nation state, participants within a global migrancy are 
compelled to redefine the spaces within which they operate. 
A new category of creative response has emerged and Shirley 
Lim explains that creative works within this category compose 
a ‘global literature’, complexly differentiated from the 
nationally bound responses that conveniently organized our 
understanding of‘world literature’ (14). 

So Seth has to cater to the needs of his domestic as well as foreign 
readers. 

The characteristic features of realism in A Suitable Boy are his 
impressive linear narration, masterly characterization, plausibility and 
truthfulness of the plot, his careful selection of common people as the 
subject matter for fictionalization, a sense of history to link the plot 
with a preconceived reality and an Austenian classical realist style. A 
thorough analysis of these features is attempted in this chapter. 

Linear Narration 

In the much acclaimed Austenian style, Seth opens his novel. 
“You too will marry a boy I choose” (3). As Legouis and Cazamian’s 
criticism on the the plot of Vanity Fair, when the plot unfolds itself 
from the characters themselves, it very soon looses its firm outline. 
When the plot is intermingled with episodes borrowed from recent 
history, it becomes too long and complicated, and it seems that the plot 
is put together very loosely (Agarwalla 65). 

This criticism applies aptly toA Suitable Boy. The scene is set for 
the wedding for Mrs. Mehra’s elder daughter Savitha with Pran Kapoor, 
the ‘lank, dark, gagly, and asthmatic’ college lecturer. The central 
theme of the novel viz. finding a suitable boy to Lata Mehra is 
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introduced in the very first line of the novel. It echoes Mrs.Bennt’s 
concern about the status of her own daughter in Pride and Prejudice. “It 
is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a 
good fortune, must be in want of a wife” (Austen 225). The maternal 
concern shared by the two mothers placed at two different times and 
places shows the universality of the feelings. Seth in his opening 
chapter brings up these elements of universality deliberately. Mrs. 
Mehra’s younger sibling is conscious about the ‘maternal imperative’. 
Her mother is worshipful enough of her dead husband, who is 
conspicuous in her thoughts and deeds. She addresses him with a 
capital ‘H’, which shows the Indian wife’s age old custom of adoration 
and submissiveness to their male counterparts. Mrs. Mehra believes in 
reincarnation; which is yet another Indian reality. The spiritual and 
religious beliefs of the Indians are unparalleled in the context of world 
culture and it is very difficult to miss this point to an attentive reader. 
So Seth acclaims his undeclared aims; to project India and Indianness 
in its pristine beauty and truthfulness. 

Meenakshi Mukherjee points out that the subject of finding a 
husband is not new in Indian fiction and cites the example of 
Buddhadeb Bose’s Tithidor , a massive novel in Bengali written on the 
theme of a girl’s choosing a suitable husband out of limited options. 
She also suggests that A SuitableBoy can be related to the voluminous 
trilogy by Ashapurna Debi and Bimal Mitra. Mukherjee writes: 
“Reading the MS before publication, I remember having wondered if 
anybody except a reader like me who shares the same regional 
background would get so completely involved in the nuances of the 
story of those interlocked upper middle class families in UP, Bihar and 
Bengal”. She continues, “We know that the author is familiar with 
Austen, Dickens and Eliot, but this novel might just as well have been 
written in Bengali where a tradition exists of long three decker realistic 
stories about families”(Pandurang ro6). 

For the widowed Mrs.Mehra, the task of arranging Lata’s marriage 
is a commitment ordained by social norms. In the course of the 
narrative, Maan Kapoor is advised by his Urdu teacher’s father that not 
being married is considered by both Hinduism and Islam as ‘adharma’ 
or ‘against correct principles’ (V.Seth, Suitable 668). 

Shyam S Agarwalla has opined that no contemporary Indian 
writing in English has cared to probe the miseries of mothers of many 
daughters, with scant resources and who are bogged down in the 
quagmire of caste, religion and tradition. Vikram Seth, being basically 
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an English brown sahib, sitting away from the growing and unfulfilling 
aspirations and consequent frustrations of this middle class, writes 
marvelously on this theme. This alone places him in the great tradition 
of Austen, Dickens and Narayan (12). 

Seth’s deliberateness to indianise the language he chooses for 
fiction is evident in the opening chapter. So he writes gulab-jamuns, 
gajak etc for sweetmeats and Bua for aunt. The strength of familial 
relations is also revealed through the descriptions of the marriage 
ceremony. ‘What is good enough for your sister is good enough for you’ 
(5) is the version of Mrs. Mehra on Lata’s marriage. This is another 
instance of parental hegemony over their siblings. Though it is looked 
upon as hegemonic and authoritative by European critical standards, it 
makes the Indian society cohesive and resistant against alien cultural 
invasions. 

Seth shows his acumen in narrating the Indian family 
togetherness at the instance of Savita’s marriage. All the important 
dignitaries are present in the marriage ceremony hosted by the groom’s 
father Mr. Mahesh Kapoor, the Revenue Minister of the State of Purva 
Pradesh. The sudden dissension of Mrs. Roopa Mehra’s father would 
have jeopardized the marriage ceremony had not the minister 
intervened and hosted it himself. ‘Your honour is our honour’ is his 
attitude in such matters. Mr.Kapoor is a man of sympathy who learned 
lessons in life from the hardships he experienced. But his son Maan 
Kapoor is a contrast to his father’s character. Seth brings out this 
dichotomy of two generations of pre and post-independent India very 
realistically. The former is full of compassion, hard work and 
accommodative but the latter is just the opposite of it. “His younger 
son, while succeeding to his own habit of fine dress, had not succeeded 
to his obsession with hard work” (6). Seth’s observation is apt and 
justifies the above fact. Like Mrs. Mehra, Mr. Kapoor is also concerned 
with his son’s (Maan Kapoor’s) marriage. He has talked to the ‘Banaras 
people’ and the matters are almost settled. He warns Mann that “Don’t 
tell me later that I didn’t warn you” (6). So the motif of marriage is 
perpetuated. Mr.Kapoor’s superstitious wife is concerned with the 
‘correct configuration of the stars’. This is another social reality Seth 
brings out, i.e. the firm belief of Indians in astrology and the effects of 
stars on the fortunes of human beings. 

Though the assemblage at the wedding ceremony is conventional 
and typical of any Indian grouping, Seth introduces certain radical 
elements into it. This is exemplified by the presence of Malati, Lata’s 
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intimate friend. She is a medical student at the Brahmpur University 
and frequently changes her lovers; which is a radical action on her 
partin the conservative society of thefifties. The marriage assembly is a 
good example of polyglottism and it turns out to be a microcosm of 
India itself. Four major languages are under play, i.e. Bengali, Hindi, 
English and Urdu. The rich diversity of the Indian subcontinent is 
depicted in a poetic reflection of reality. 

Though the Mehras are much anglicized, it is wrong to assume 
that all of Seth’s characters communicate only through English. A lot of 
conversation actually takes place in Hindi. Maan’s conversation with 
his father is in Hindi, while Lata speaks with her mother in English. In 
a moment of uncomfortable silence with Lata, Haresh reflects that he 
and Simran often conversed with great ease using a mixture of Hindi, 
English and Punjabi. From this comment, it is presumed that Lata and 
Haresh interact only in English. Among Mrs.Mehra, Mrs.Kapoor and 
Mrs.Tandon the conversation proceeds in Hindi, with occasional 
English words thrown in. Seth also incorporates a variety of different 
registers of Indian English which Agarwalla categorizes as 
‘Hinglish’/Bangalish’, Tanglish’, Urglish’ and pakka Sahibis’ (75). 

Post-independent India comprises two varied sections, one 
reminiscent of the erstwhile British raj and reeling under its fond 
memories. The latter class is the nationalists who still nurture their 
glorious moments during the national movement. British left India 
leaving behind certain anglophiles in their void. Arun Mehra is such a 
character. The eldest of the Mehras, who was successful to have a 
matrimonial bliss with the powerful Calcuttan family of the Chatterjis, 
is successful enough to be a member of the executive class of the white- 
dominated insurance firm of Bentsen &Pryce. The highly placed middle 
class snobbishness finds its way through Arun Mehra. He compares the 
Chatterjis with Kapoors and declares loudly that such a relationship 
(that between Savita and Pran) would not be possible had his father 
lived long enough. Arun is annoyed at the fact that “there was hardly 
an English face in the whole provincial crowd” (11). Arun is always 
bullish towards his brother Varun, who studies mathematics at Calcutta 
University. Arun is in essence, ‘loco parentis’ to them’ after their 
father’s death (10). 

Seth’s meticulous attention on detail is evident at many places. 
The descriptions often turn poetic. When Savita and Pran get married, 
Seth’s poetic detailing tells us what happens next: 
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After a few concluding words by the priests, everyone rose. 
The newly-weds were escorted to a flower-shrouded bench 
near a sweet-smelling, rough-leafed harsingar tree in white- 
and-orange bloom, and congratulations fell on them and their 
parents and all the Mehras and Kapoors present as copiously 
as those delicate flowers fall to the ground at dawn(i7). 

Seth’s depiction of the affairs of love between his protagonist Lata 
and Kabir is a very commonplace one. In a book shop at Brahmpur, 
namely Imperial Book Depot, the history student Kabir and Lata take 
note of each other. Though Lata was hesitant to reciprocate the queries 
put forward by Kabir, she innately kept a secret liking for the attractive 
youth. “The tall young man, who had (Lata notices) slightly wavy black 
hair and very good, rather aquiline looks, seemed to be as interested in 
poetry as in mathematics, because a few minutes later Lata was aware 
that he had shifted his attention to the poetry shelves, and was glancing 
through the anthologies” (46). 

Seth always makes psychological inroads into the minds of his 
characters while narrating the crucial moments of their lives. He 
faithfully depicts the mental tribulations of the characters with ample 
expertise. Narrating the condition of the love-sick Lata-Seth’s heroine- 
is an example. Lata is under the attack of anxiety while she is writing 
her exams. She cannot figure out what actually troubles her. She is 
always good at exam; but not at this time. She is in a perplexed 
condition. “...I must concentrate. I must concentrate. Something has 
happened to me and I must not panic. I must relax and things will be 
all right again” (138). 

Music plays a pivotal role in bridging the relation between Lata 
and Kabir. In a musical recital in the Bhratendu Auditorium Lata and 
Malati manage to get a ticket for the performance of Ustad Majeed 
Khan. Kabir also arrives there. It is Malati who sees him first and 
nudged Lata’s attention in his direction. They slowly get into talk. Lata 
says it is by mere chance that they meet. Kabir replys: “Does it have to 
be by chance?...When I talked about you and your friends, the fact is 
that I had eyes mostly for you. The moment I saw you enter, I thought 
how lovely you looked- in a simple green sari with just a white rose in 
your hair’ (145). Since the university vacation is approaching, there are 
few chances remaining for their future meetings and this thought 
saddens Lata. Kabir has become successful to make an indelible 
impression in Lata’s mind. 
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The master craftsman in Seth narrates the love between Kabir 
and Lata in a jovial and convincing manner. Lata is just out of her exam 
hall, distressed on her unsatisfactory performance. She is being watched 
by Kabir and he picks up a dialogue with her. ‘we met at the book 
shop’- he reminds her (r39). Having seen her in a distressed state he 
consoles her by citing examples that the worry they are now feeling will 
be proved to be false, once they stood well in the exams. He says, ‘there 
are more important things in the world than exams’ (r4o). Lata 
gradually picks up a liking for the young man. She was ‘unsettled by her 
unexpected enjoyment of his unexpected company. But these thoughts 
did have the effect of replacing her anxiety-indeed, panic about how 
badly she’d done in the paper on Drama with the wish to look at a 
mirror at once’ (r4r). 

Lata is always enthralled by music. When she hears Ustad Majeed 
Khan’s music she turns into a trance, intoxicated both with love and 
music. It should have transfixed her, lest she should think about Kabir, 
his family and his curious ways of talking. She could not attain a 
definite conclusion on the real nature of Kabir and his family. 

Seth makes a word picture of Kabir. He is the member of the 
University cricket team. He ‘was an inch or two under six feet, slim and 
athletic, with a ‘fair to wheatish complexion, an aquiline nose and 
black, wavy hair’ (147). He was so attractive to Lata in his white and 
white cricket dress. She becomes more and more curious about him 
and entrusts Malati to gather more information about him. 

Brahmpur literary society meeting is another meeting place of the 
lovers where they suffer the horrible patriotic hymns of Dr.Makhinjani. 

Seth’s insistence on meticulous detailing is once again visible 
when Kabir reads out to Lata the history of Barsaat Mahal form the 
Diamond guide toBrahmpur. Nawab Khushwaqt’s love to Fatima Jaan 
arouses Lata’s fascination and she becomes disillusioned when it comes 
to the part of Jaan’s death. She then insists him to tell her the story of 
Akbar and Beerbal and Kabir tells one or two of the amusing stories of 
the pair. But it doesn’t amuse her. She thinks about her mother. 

Seth places the two lovers in a perfect romantic ambience of early 
mist and a boat ride in the river, where the beautiful image of the 
Barsat Mahal reflects. It has an electrifying and intoxicating effect on 
Lata, and she yields to and even responds to Kabir’s kisses. She 
becomes as bold as Malati. She asks Kabir his last name to ascertain his 
caste status. Kabir discloses that it is ‘Durani’. In utter despair, she 
retorts that she knows it. She feels her heart torments between agony 
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and ecstasy. One part of her heart is filled with love for Kabir and the 
other part is full of anxiety about Kabir’s social position of being a 
Muslim. She plunges into dilemma and does not know what to do. The 
impenetrable hurdles of caste and religion often jeopardise true love 
between innocent young people which is still a social reality prevailing 
in India. 

Seth’s brilliant narration continues to portray the amorous 
relation between Lata and Kabir. Instead of sentimentalizing their 
relations, Seth relies on a realistic approach suitable to the prevalent 
social condition of the fifties. This is evident when Lata makes her 
request to elope with Kabir. She is so love sick. But Kabir is a little 
more pragmatic. He wants the things to settle down. He wants her to 
wait for him for two years. Kabir wants to finish his degree. After that 
he will try to go to Cambridge or take the Indian Foreign Service 
examination. Only then he will think about his marriage with Lata. 
Totally disillusioned, Lata accompanies her mother to Calcutta that 
night. “She was sick of her mother, and of Kabir, and of the web that 
was life” (187). 

While narrating the amorous relations between Kabir and Lata, 
Seth also explores realistically human sexual relations in different 
directions. The intimate relationship Maan Kapoor keeps with Firoz 
and his relationship with the courtesan Saeeda Bai are examples of 
Seth’s uncanny exploratory power in human sentiments and complex 
mental labyrinths. Maan’s relationship with Saeeda Bai ends 
disastrously. The social comedy paves its way to the inevitable tragic 
end in their story of passions of the flesh. Seth’s particular treatment of 
realism often turns photographic on many occasions. 

Seth explores human relationship beyond the stereotyped Indian 
marital system. Maan and Firoz maintain a homosexual relationship 
between them. This is contrary to the societal sentiments of the 50s, 
though it is not completely unheard off in those times. We have 
instances of such relationships in Valtsyayana’s Kamasutra; but it is a 
common experience in India that people always shy away from 
publically accepting the sexual reality. In the conservatively ridden 
Indian society sex is always a taboo. 

Maan is doing textile business at Banaras and Mahesh Kapoor has 
already made arrangements with a family in Banaras in matters of 
Maan’s marriage. But Maan is least interested in his fiancee at Banaras. 
Firoz becomes irritated on hearing news about Maan’s marriage. 


37 



Realism as Narrative Strategy: A Study ofVikram Seth’s Novels 


Maan-Saeeda Bai and Maan-Firoz relationships are based on 
passion and lust. Maan-Firoz relationship reminds us of the 
relationship that existed between Antonio and Bassanio in 
Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice. But owing to his Victorian delicacy 
Seth is reluctant to depict bodily relations and narration of sex, which is 
in David Mayor’s opinion, an anachronism in Indian fiction in English. 
He writes: 

None of the erotic encounters between Maan Kapoor and the 
courtesan-Musician Saeeda Bai are evoked neither is the 
homo erotic scene between Maan Kapoor and Firoz Nawab in 
the hill fortress of his father. The drunken rape of Saeeda Bai 
when she was only fifteen by Firoz’s father Nawab Sahib is 
only revealed after the tragic climax and is then only referred 
to very indirectly. There are almost no physical descriptions of 
bodies as the cause of sexual allure, not even with the 
adulterous vamp Meenakshi, if anything, the adulterous 
meeting between Meenakshi and poor, frightened Billy are 
done as a force on the domineering female vamp (141). 

Sex has a social aspect in India, which is different from the 
physical one prevalent in the western societies. Here Seth dirrers from 
Salmon Rushdie and other Western writers by restraining from the 
exuberant description of passionate relationships. This makes him a 
little anachronistic among other modern writers. 

With admirable ease and skill Seth recreates India of the 50s. The 
disastrous partition has shattered the lives of millions and many are 
limping back to their normal life with many efforts. They are rebuilding 
their lives from scratch. The uprooted from both the countries are 
picking up their fragmented parts of life with pain. Kedarnath is such a 
character, who fled to India from the Pakistani side, married Veena, 
daughter of Mahesh Kapoor and engaged in the shoe business. He is 
gradually rising up in his business and often finds it difficult to make 
both ends meet. Veena is a compassionate wife, understanding very 
well her husband’s plight, but when it comes to the question of having a 
second child, she can’t cope up with her husband. Their first born - 
Bhasker- is a super intelligent boy of eight and it is high time they 
should think about a second one. The Indian Government under the 
stewardship of Pundit Nehru is still to think about the family planning 
programme, but a cautious father like Kedarnath has already decided to 
adhere to the small family norm. 
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Seth brilliantly portrays the interpersonal relationships that 
prevail in the Indian families. The changing moods of the members of 
the family take a prominent place while deciding the course of his 
narration. Happiness and sadness play equal proportion in every family 
Seth portrays in A SuitableBoy. While narrating Pran Kapoor’s pranks 
on Roopa Mehra, Seth has this principle in his mind. Pran makes a 
cruel joke on Roopa Mehra on the April fool day. Pran declares that 
Lata has eloped with Maan, shocking news that falls upon Mrs. Mehra 
like a thunderbolt. A mother, who is always concerned about the 
marriage of her daughter, takes Pran’s jokes seriously. Mrs.Mehra is 
always obnoxious with Maan and when she hears the ‘news’ she wails, 
‘oh my poor daughter, oh my poor daughter’ (132). Pran has his 
reasoning to why he has resorted to such a cruel joke on Mrs. Mehra. 
“It is because I’ve married into a westernized family that I decided, well, 
Pran, you have to keep your end up. Or they’ll think you are a peasant, 
and you will never be able to face Arun Mehra again” (133). Savita 
imposes a penalty on Pran for his pranks; and Pran has to show them a 
sentimental Hindi cinema which Pran usually dislikes. 

While depicting the relationship between Arun and Varun, Seth 
employs the same familial warmth and consideration among them. 
Though Arun usually rebuffs Varum because of his wayward life, it is 
the responsibility and affection of an elder brother that he always 
displays, though in a bully fashion. Arun strongly reprimands Varun on 
his irresponsible life and his frequent visit to the race-course and tells 
him that he is just wasting his life. Such reprimands always lead to 
quarrel and Meenakshi objects to the noise created and she threatens to 
go to Ballygunge, where her parents reside. And it is Aparna’s bawling 
that pacifies them frequently with a tinge of shame 

Haresh, the suitable boy makes his first appearance in the novel 
as a guest of Mr. Kedarnath Tandon, the shoe merchant. Kedarnath 
and Veena have a super intelligent son Bhasker, who is showing his 
mathematical prowess to Haresh. What worries Bhasker is that ‘we 
don’t have a word in either English or Hindi for a number as important 
as ten to the tenth’ (191). Haresh informs him that the Chinese has a 
special word for ten thousand and Bhasker insists childishly to get the 
name for him. 

Veena blames herself for her son’s obsession with mathematics. 
She names him Bhasker after the sun, but it came out to be the name of 
the ancient mathematician Bhaskara. 
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Seth’s photographic narration shows its mettle while describing 
the tanning pits and leather industry in and around Ravidaspur, a slum 
area near Brahmpur. Led by Kedarnath, Haresh makes a visit to Jagat 
Ram, a tanner at Ravidaspuar. Seth’s detailing is so perfect to cause 
nausea to the reader. 

The dirt paths stopped suddenly at a large open area 
surrounded by shakes and pockmarked by circular pits which 
had been dug into the ground and lined with hardened clay. 
A fearsome stench rose from the entire zone. Haresh felt sick; 
Kedarnath almost vomited with disgust. The sun shone 
harshly down, and the heat made the stench worse still. Some 
of the pits were filled with a white liquid, others with a brown 
tannic brew. Dark, scrawny men dressed only in lungies stood 
to one side of the pits, scraping of fat and hair from a pile of 
hides. One of them stood in a pit and seemed to be wrestling 
with a large hide. A pig was drinking at a ditch filled with 
stagnant black water. Two children with filthy matted hair 
were playing in the dust near the pits (201). 

The filthiness of the tanning area and the worm-like people there 
cannot be described in any better way as Seth does. Seth’s adherence to 
faithfulness is truly characteristic of the ways of the great classical 
realists such as Zola and George Eliot. 

Haresh and Kedarnath reach Ravidaspur. It is less crowded than 
the old heart of Brahmpur where Kedarnath lives. Several men are 
working inside in the dim sunlight that is piercing through the 
corrugated shed. The men are shabbily clad and jagat Ram in shirt and 
trousers. When he first meets them he thinks they are the people from 
the lovely shoe shop. Haresh makes an attempt to sit on the stone 
platform used by the workers, which is strongly resented by them. A 
pragmatic Haresh directly asks what the matter is and can’t one sit on 
those. This directness of character in Haresh impresses Jagat Ram and 
they talk business. Haresh is indeed surprised at the skill of the 
workers. With rudimentary tools they are making shoes as perfect as 
the shoes made in Cwanpore Leather and Footwear Company (CLFC). 
Haresh shows them his brogues made in England and wants them to 
make a replica. Jagat Ram agrees to make it in five days if the former 
provides the leather. The entrepreneur in Haresh succeeds to curtail 
the days into four and wants the shoemaker to send someone to 
Kedarnath’s shop so that he can start his vocation at first light of the 
next day. 
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Seth makes a realistic narration of the tanning industry. The 
entire system of tanning is exploitative. The people engaged in tanning 
are leading a filthy life. The old man encountered by Haresh and 
Kedarnath at Ravidaspur says, “We need money, each family for buying 
materials, chemicals. The government gives us too little money...Look 
at our children. Look- He gestured towards a child who was defecating 
on a rubbish heap” (202). The old man believes that Kedarnath and 
Haresh are government men and when he understands on the contrary, 
he fumes with rage. At one point he is about to lay his hands on 
Kedarnath. “You want to make money from our blood. There is more 
money in leather than in silver and gold” (203). 

Seth’s firsthand experience of the tanning industry comes handy 
while he narrates Haresh’s entrepreneurial adventures in the shoe 
trade. In his enthusiastic attempt to gain order for his factory Haresh 
reaches Ravidaspur next day early in the morning. On seeing the filth 
and piggy life of the humans, he wonders, ‘How can they live like this?’ 
(219). Haresh’s determination to get things done is remarkable, when 
he says to Jagat Ram that he has no intention to work with someone 
who is unreliable. But Jagat Ram confirms his demand and shows him 
the work he has already done. An impressed Haresh returns to Misri 
Mandi and on the way he picks up Bhasker for an interaction with Dr. 
Durrani. 

Bhaskar-Durrani interaction is a curious one. The two geniuses 
spend a long time together, contented and illumined. Haresh takes the 
pain of picking Bhasker back home at the evening. Veena, so delighted, 
thanks him with tears in her eyes. Haresh’s open heartiness and blunt 
talk make him a curious person, easy to tackle with and trustworthy. In 
an un-dramatic way Seth arranges the meeting between Kabir, the 
beloved of Lata and her future husband Haresh when the later brings 
Bhasker to Dr.Durrani’s house. Haresh is impressed by the young 
man’s looks and manners. 

Seth makes a realistic narration of the Indian business scene. 
Indian business houses are always acrimonious and unprofessional. At 
Cwanpore Leather and Footwear Company (CLFC) Haresh works with 
professional enthusiasm and his hard work brings success as evidenced 
by the order his company receives from HSH. But sometimes his 
designer Lee is grabbed by his opponent in the firm Mr. Rao and this 
always causes skirmishes in the factory. Rao better knows how to chew 
pan than to make shoes and his intervention in his professional life 
irritates Haresh beyond control. Being a short-tempered man he usually 
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makes a hue and cry with his higher ups. During one such incident he 
behaves rudely with the works manager Mr. Sengupta and calls him 
unprofessional and accuses him of converting the factory into Bengali 
fish market. These comments antagonize the peace-loving factory 
manager Mr.Mukherji a little and the work on HSH order is taken away 
from Haresh and to his humiliation it is handed over to Mr.Rao. 

This is unbearable to Haresh. ‘It was as if he had rescued a child 
from fire, and promptly been thrown into the fire himself as a reward’ 
(606). He is thinking seriously of quitting his present position at 
Cwanpore Leather and Footwear Company (CLFC). 

Haresh, with the help of Pyare Lai Bhalla, the legendary shoe 
trader, who himself has a story to narrate in the shoe trade gets an 
appointment with Sri.David Gower of M/s James Hawley. To his 
question of what he can do for him, Haresh’s reply is forthright with 
extreme self confidence-“Quite frankly, Sir.David, ‘I am looking for a 
job. I believe I am qualified for it, and I hope you will give me one”(6n). 

Seth’s realistic narration gives us the true picture of the Indian 
business scene in the 50s. The workers are not an enthusiastic lot and 
the managements are also carrying the yokes of colonialism on their 
shoulders. True entrepreneurship is absent everywhere. Haresh’s days 
at Praha are not trouble free. The Bengali workmen at his disposal are 
not co-operative enough. The production is abysmally low. In a 
particular line, which can meet six hundred pairs daily, the workmen 
produce only around two hundred. They usually claim the machines 
faulty and halt production. Haresh, instead of instructing mechanics 
with slip, goes directly to them and makes up a rapport with them and 
gains their confidence. He can ensure the workability of the machines 
thus. He convenes a meeting of his workmen, and deciphers into their 
reasons of low productivity. The workmen are apprehensive of losing 
their incentives and being sacked from their job, if they overproduce. 
Haresh wants to gain their confidence and he meets his Head of 
Personnel, Mr. Novak with a plan. He argues with him the necessity of 
increasing production and giving the workmen the next higher grade. 
In the hierarchical structure thatprevails in Praha it was not an easy 
step to raise the grade of workers of any particular production line. 
Haresh’s ‘Goodyear Welted’ is the most prestigious of all the lines and 
he decides to write to the Chairman, Mr. Khandelwal for his support. 
Finally Haresh gets his approval for his plans. 

Next day he convenes a meeting of the workmen at the union 
office with the help of Milon Basu, and he challenges the workmen to 
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show their mettle if he produces 600 shoes a day. A worker called Ram 
Lakhan takes the challenge and he says that if Haresh can make 600 
pairs he will produce 650. He assures them that if they can meet his 
challenge, nobody will be fired off and they will get a promotion to the 
next higher grade. If he cannot meet his word, Haresh declares that he 
will resign. 

Seth’s realism turns into a documentary style while he narrates 
the shoe making process. Haresh could meet his challenge. Next 
Monday he produces 450 pairs. Ram Lakhan sticks to his promise. 
Haresh could raise the weekly production from 900 to 3000. A 
threefold increase! 

But the Czech starts looking at him with suspicion. They believe 
he is a communist, agitating the labourers against the company. Once 
he has had a tussle with Mr. Bratinka, who runs the Design centre. 
Haresh goes there to make a few suggestions that will help streamline 
the design and production of the shoes under his supervision. 
Mr.Bratinka accuses Haresh of intruding his area without permission 
and behaves rudely to him. This behaviour shocks and infuriates 
Haresh and both of them report the matter to their superiors. A 
committee of inquiry is made and Kurilla grilles Haresh over certain 
bogus accusations. One among them is sighting a driver at Haresh’s 
quarters who sat with him on a chair. Haresh considers Pavel Havel’s 
driver as a gentleman and so he treated him humanly. Mr. Novak asks 
him, “You think that India is Europe, Mr.Khanna? That there is equality 
between managers and staff? That everyone is at the same level?” (1119). 
With regard to the meeting he has held with the workmen at the union 
office, Haresh replies that it was an open meeting and nothing secretive 
about it, and he makes it clear that he didn’t like those aspersions. 
Kurilla explodes on hearing this: 

“How dare you speaking like this? How dare you do these things? 
We are the providers of employment to Indians, and if you do not like 
this job and the way we run things, you can leave the factory” (1120). 

At this Harish goes red and says in a trembling voice. “Mr.Kurilla, 
you provide employment not only to Indians but also to yourselves. As 
for your second point, I may leave the factory, but I assure you that you 
will leave India before I do” (1120). This impertinence onpart of Haresh 
is too much for Kurilla and unprecedented in Praha. Pavel Havel calms 
them down. A day later he calls Haresh to his office and tells him to 
continue as before. The Czechs becomes amazingly friendly with 
Haresh after this incident and it clears the air. 
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Seth is slowly weaving up the marriage prospects of Lata. Sunil 
and Haresh are enjoying their reunion and Dr. Durrani arrives with his 
mathematical riddles into their company. Haresh makes use of the 
occasion to introduce Bhaskar to Dr.Durrani and seeks his well wishes 
for the nine year old boy. Haresh’s unselfish mindset to help the needy 
even when it is uncalled for demarcates him from the rest of the 
characters. To their company Dr.Pran also arrives. Now there is the 
connecting link with the Mehras. Haresh befriends Kedarnath Tandon 
who is the brother-in-law of Pran. So the ground work for the 
matrimonial alliance is made so naturally. Pran even enquires Sunil 
whether this young gentleman is yet married or not. Lata is in his mind 
at that moment. 

In the meanwhile, Jagat Ram finishes his brogues and Haresh 
hopes that it will be liked at CLFC. Haresh goes back to Sunil to return 
his brogues and reaches the station to catch the train to Kanpur. On 
the way he stops at Kedarnath to thank him. Haresh takes note of the 
scars on Kedarnath’s palm and he narrates the gruesome violence he 
had to face while fleeing from Pakistan during partition. 

At the platform Haresh sees Lata for a moment. She and her 
mother are seeing off the English teacher whom he met at Sunil’s party. 
Haresh takes note of the moroseness of both the mother and the girl. 
Haresh’s impression of Lata is commonplace. She appears to be not a 
classical beauty but largely attractive. She appears to be ‘determinedly 
fighting back some sadness that went beyond the normal sadness of 
parting at a railway station’ (225). 

Seth’s narration easily unites different movements in the plot 
with wonderful precision. He frequently reminds the reader what has 
transpired between the protagonists Lata and Kabir earlier by bringing 
forth the details of their interaction. Lata receives a letter from Kabir. 
She astonishes how he got her address; probably from Malati, but Lata 
is unsure whether Kabir befriends Malati. Lata feels that his letter was 
least apologetic of the pain he has caused her. There are declarations of 
love in the letter, but Lata has had the feeling of being cheated. Lata’s 
concept of love is earthly. She wishes for immediate fulfillment but 
Kabir is pragmatic. He wishes for a natural settlement, so that both can 
live in peace and happiness. But impediments like faith and custom pull 
their relations backwards. 

Seth makes an interesting twist to the course of narration by 
bringing his own self portrait in the novel. He places the character 
Amit, as an alter ego of himself. Amit pursues a secret interest in Lata 
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and he always tries to make close relation with her. When Lata visits 
Calcutta, he makes all efforts to befriend her and make her comfortable 
by taking her for outing whenever possible. They visit the park street 
cemetery, where the burial place of many illustrious personalities of 
British Calcutta lay. Walter Savage Landor, Thackeray’s father and one 
of Dickens’ sons are among them. Memory of Landor infuses poetry in 
both of them. They read the glorious lines of Landor’s tearful tributes to 
his beloved Rose Aylmer - 

What was her fate, long, long before her hour, 

Death called her tender soul by break of bliss. 

From the first blossoms, from the buds of joy; 

Those few our noxious fate unblasted leaves 
In this inclement clime of human life (452). 

Lata experiences the sorrows of parting caused by her pathetic 
flight from Kabir, and the disillusionment it brought to her. Amit says 
Aylmer was at Lata’s age when she died. Amit’s own romantic 
sentiments to Lata are another reason why he takes her through such 
monuments of sentimental importance. 

Seth is compassionate enough while narrating the angst of Indian 
mothers. He infuses the common character traits of mothers such as 
love and anxiety in Mrs.Mehra. She has a very cynical attitude towards 
Amit and it exacerbates when Meenakshi hints Amit’s interest in Lata. 
“Poet, wastrel, he has never earned an honest rupee in his life. I will not 
have all my grandchildren speaking Bengali” (486). She is seriously 
thinking of leaving Calcutta. Arun has proved useless in the matter of 
Lata’s marriage and Mrs. Mehra feels that she is alone in the world. 
Finding out a suitable boy to Lata has become an urgent necessitiy and 
she thinks about Kalpana Gaur in Delhi. Probably she may help her in 
the matter. Lata is too uneasy to leave Calcutta. She is having a nice 
time in Calcutta and with the Chatterjis. 

Seth’s cleverness in manipulating the plot reveals here. When 
Mrs.Mehra is at Kalpan’s house at Delhi, Haresh makes a surprise visit 
there. He is on his way to Neel Darvaza where his father lives. He has 
just arrived from Cawnpore where he works. The indisposed Kalpana 
regains enthusiasm on seeing Haresh. After exchange of mutual 
compliments Kalpana discloses that she has her good looking aunty 
with her. In their earlier correspondences Kalpana had referred 
Mrs.Mehra and she invites Mrs.Mehra to introduce her to Haresh. The 
young man she noted, was well dressed, in a cream coloured silk shirt 
and a pair of fawn trousers. He had a pleasant, squarish face and was 
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fairly fair’ (554). Haresh discloses that he is not satisfied with his work 
at CLFC and is seeking alternate placement elsewhere. Kalpana assures 
him that; she will pass on him any information she may come across in 
this regard. Under Kalpana’s insistence Haresh shows his credentials 
before Mrs.Mehra and she is thoroughly impressed of the young man. 
A beaming Mrs.Mehra says, ‘of all the boys we’ve met, Kalpana, I like 
the young man the most’ (556). Mrs.Mehra then enquires whether 
Haresh is suitable for a matrimonial alliance with Lata. Kalpana replies 
that he was in love with Simran, a Sikh girl, but the prospect of that 
relation turning into matrimonial bliss is bleak since Haresh is not a 
Sikh. 

Mrs.Mehra genuinely feels that Haresh is far better than Amit 
who ‘sit in his father’s house and stare out of the upstairs window’. In 
her opinion ‘a young man should do a job and earn his living’ (557) and 
that is the greatest qualification Haresh possesses. Seth is unraveling 
the traditional mindset of Indian mothers, who are always apprehensive 
of the well being of their children. The economic and personal security 
that arises out of a matrimonial alliance is important in their mind, and 
they are not ready to sacrifice anything in its place. This realistic 
approach lies behind Mrs. Mehra’s natural leanings to Haresh as a 
prospective son-in-law. On the next day Kalpana Gaur falls ill again and 
when she sends a message to Neel Darwaza, Haresh Khanna had 
already left to Kanpur. 

Haresh meets the Mehras at Kanpur. “Her first impression of him 
was that he was shorter than she had expected. The next- when he 
opened his mouth to speak-was that he had been chewing paan. This 
was far from appealing...His whole mode of dressing struck her as being 
flashy. And flashiest of all where the co-respondent shoes” (569). Her 
genuine concern is whom he is trying to impress. 

Mrs.Mehra’s annual trans-India rail pilgrimage ends happily at 
the Brahmpur railway station, where she along with Lata is received by 
her son-in-law Pran Kapoor. He is on the platform despite his ill-health 
and Mrs. Mehra reproves him of negligence to his health. When they 
mention about Haresh and his help during their journey, Pran discloses 
that he had already acquainted with him at Sunil Patwardhan’s house. 
This irks Mrs. Mehra for having kept her at dark by her son-in-law 
about such a promising young man. Pran admits that he himself has 
thought about Haresh’s prospects as a suitable boy for Lata. 

Mr. and Mrs.Mahesh Kapoor also make a visit there. Mrs.Mehra 
knows from them of Bhaskar’s accident at Pul Mela and about the 
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meritorious young gentleman, Kabir Durrani, who brought Bhaskar 
back to life. The very mention of Kabir’s father Dr.Durrani and Haresh 
by Veena astonishes Mrs.Mehra and she wonders, ‘everyone knows this 
Harsh, everywhere I go it is Haresh, Haresh. And only I am left staring’ 
(768). 

Seth’s use of irony is evident here. Mrs.Mehra has to make a 
trans-India tour to find out Haresh, who is so near to her. Seth’s 
narration sometimes assumes a clinical precision. Narration of 
Mrs.Mehra’s elder daughter Savita’s labour is a good example. He 
effectively passes on the readers the anguish and pain of labour. 

Seth realistically portrays the upcoming industrial and 
bourgeoisie class through Haresh. This character turns out to be a 
model for the nascent nation, where the new gained independence has 
ushered newer paradigms of development. Seth has infused abundance 
of self confidence and hard work in this character, which is the much 
needed qualities, the young people of post- independent India should 
possess. Seth continues his narration to reveal how Haresh reaches his 
goal in life. 

Haresh meets Sir David Gower, the Managing Director of the 
Cromarty group and gets interviewed for a position in James Hawley. 
Haresh explains why he is embittered with CLFC and what he has to 
offer. Gower hands him to John Clayton, his General Manager and 
there also Haresh becomes victorious with his Middlehampton 
certificates and his boldness of actions. They give him an attractive 
offer of appointment. But his boss at CLFC, Ghosh is not ready to lose 
an expert like Haresh. Ghosh is angry at the way Haresh takes his 
decision to leave the organization. He reminds him that he was the 
first to give him a job soon after his arrival in India and also his 
commitments to the company. If there is matter of money involved, he 
is ready to mend it. But Haresh says that he has better prospects at 
James Hawley than a family run organization like CLFC. Ghosh writes 
to Clayton that it is unethical for a British company to ‘pinch’ his man. 
Later Clayton makes an amendment to his offer of appointment to 
Haresh and demands his former employer’s consent before joining 
James Hawley. Haresh is unrelenting and when he goes to CLFC to 
collect his things, he is on the verge of tears, seeing the solidarity of his 
workers with him. 

Haresh is dearly in need of a job and he is penniless. His exit 
from CLFC humbled him a little, but he being a die-hard optimist, is 
not ready to relent. He continues his search for a job; and is often 
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taunted by his uncle Rai Bahdur Umesh Chand Khatri, O.B.E. He sents 
many applications to Praha Shoe Company, a Czech run firm. The 
company chairman Mr.Khandelwal is in Delhi and with the help of 
Mr.Mukherji, his former Boss at CLFC, Haresh meets him and 
successfully presents his case before him. But to his disappointment, 
the company offers him a job at 'Rs.28/- a week, a pittance, which 
makes him angry (899). 

Haresh writes to Lata that he has met Tew English girls who could 
speak English quite as well as you do’. These qualities coupled with 
your way of dressing and personality makes you a person far above the 
average. I think Kalpana was right in her praise of you. These may all 
seem flattering remarks but I wrote as I feel’ (900). He also writes that 
he has sent Lata’s photograph to his foster father along with his 
impression of Lata. Lata likes Haresh’s letter better than Kabir’s and 
she is so glad To know that (he has) written to (his) foster father’. She 
is so keen to know what he thinks and says. Haresh’s pragmatic and 
sincere efforts have won Lata’s heart. She is still undecided on Kabir 
and is not sure what would be its outcome. 

Seth saves his narration from becoming monotonous by 
frequently changing the course of it. After describing Haresh’s edeavour 
to find a decent job and his relation with Lata, Seth then resorts to 
narrate Lata-Kabir relation. Lata is less indignant with Kabir now. The 
ice has broken between them. After the day’s rehearsal of the drama is 
over Kabir comes up to Lata and wants her to hand over a kite with an 
unusual form Dr.Duranni has sent to Bhaskar. Lata informs him that 
Bhaskar is away at Misri Mandi. Malati leaves Lata alone in the 
company of Kabir and they slowly catch up a talk. Kabir is too 
indignant of having been ignored and avoided by Lata. Lata hasn’t a 
convincing reply. She says her aloofness with Kabir was because of her 
family. ‘Because of my family...however much they irritate me and 
constrain me, I can’t give them up. I know that now. So much has 
happened. I can’t give up my mother” (906). 

Haresh’s meddling with Prahapore authorities is not so 
promising. They reiterate their offer of a wage of Rs.28/- a week to 
Haresh, a wage fitted to a workman. They are not ready to 
accommodate him even as a foreman. Mr. Novak, the head of personnel 
has nothing more to say. But Haresh is not ready to give up. He makes 
surveillance outside the factory to note the movements of the Chairman 
Mr. Khandelwal. On the third day, at lunch time, when the gates open 
to let the Chairman’s car glide out, Haresh stops the car by standing in 
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front of it (917). He appraises the Chairman about his affairs and he 
offers him a meeting the next day. The General Manager, Mr.Havel will 
meet Haresh for an interview. 

The interview with Pavel Havel, the Czech executive at Prahapore 
is challenging. He, after examining Haresh’s palm and thumb declares 
that he can never make a shoe. But armed with supreme self 
confidence Haresh decides to face the challange. He says, “I have a 
letter of appointment here from James Hawley offering a job at seven 
hundred and fifty rupees. If I make a shoe to your satisfaction, not just 
an ordinary shoe, but the most difficult one on your production line, 
will you match their offer?”(92o). This bait is too much for Havel, for, if 
he agrees, Haresh will move to the managerial cadre, which means a 
revolution in Praha. Having begun from the shop floor onwards, Havel 
cannot witness such a tremendous revolution in Praha. He himself has 
witnessed one in Prague by the communists. Havel summons Kurilla to 
meet Haresh’s challenge and asks him to make a pair of ‘Goodyear 
welted’ (920). 

Seth brilliantly narrates the way Haresh makes the shoes. With 
the perfect skill of a workman, each and every stage of shoe production 
is detailed by Seth in an easy and impressive manner. 

The three days toil is not in vain. ‘The General Manager, the Head 
of the Leather, and the Head of Personal gathered together to look at 
Haresh’s pair of shoes, to twist them and turn them, to prod them and 
peer at them’ (921). Finally they have to admit Haresh’s skill and offer 
him a foreman’s position in the Praha Shoe Company. But Haresh 
insisted for accommodation within the factory conclave where the 
officers -the Czechs- lived. He apprises them that he has compromised 
on his salary and status and pleaded that they should not turn down his 
reasonable request. Haresh’s request is not an easy one to settle off for 
the Czechs. The walled conclave is their paradise and so far one and 
only one Indian from the accounts department was successful for the 
coveted place. Haresh’s skill and self confidence is too difficult a thing 
to be shrugged off. They have also to cater to the sentiments of 
Mr.Khandelwal who vetoed the Czechs to recruit any person below 
Haresh’s qualification until he is first offered a job. 

Finally the decision is taken. Haresh gets invited to the protected 
realm of the Czechs. 

Seth’s presentation of Haresh is meant to be a reminder of the 
pre-industrial unity of work and art. It is thus central to the realist 
aesthetics as conceptualized by Seth. By erasing the distinction between 
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art and work, Seth is clearly going against the ideological consensus of 
the contemporary moment, bent upon the separation of the useful and 
the beautiful, and the resulting segregation of the discourses of the 
good, the useful and the beautiful (Mohapatra 88). 

Seth humorously narrates the pomposity and pseudo-Englishness 
of certain anglophiles like Arun Mehra. Seth’s narration turns out to be 
a good social criticism. Mr.Khandelwal invites Arun and family for a tea 
at his residence. As a rare show of hospitality, Haresh is also invited. 
Arun’s maneuverings has its effects. He wants to acquaint with him; 
but his pride never lets him oblige the other way round. Khandelwal’s 
invitation becomes a well sought out option to know and converse with 
Haresh and to judge him whether he fits to his anglicized class concept. 

Haresh arranges a grand party at the Praha canteen for the 
Mehras. He arranges everything meticulously. The Mehras and the in¬ 
laws arrive in two cars-the white Humber of the Chatterjis and the blue 
Austin of Arun- and they are led courteously to the canteen. Haresh 
explains everything to them. He hardly talks to Lata. Lata also keeps a 
subdued silence. When Haresh explains his Praha saga to the guests 
she remembers their visit of the tanning centre at CLLC and the stench 
of the rotten skin comes back to her mind. She wonders, she can’t 
possibly marry him (V.Seth, Suitable 1125). But Mrs.Mehra is far more 
impressed by Haresh’s party and his hospitality, while Arun and 
Meenakshi remain contemptuous about Haresh. He doesn’t know how 
to reconcile with them but he is optimistic about Lata. 

On their way back home, Savita asks Arun, what on earth he has 
against Haresh. Arun doesn’t like Haresh’s self-satisfactory and 
arrogant nature. He tells Savita after much grilling by her, “He’s dapper 
little man with co-respondent shoes, a grinning servant and a big head. 
I have rarely met anyone so arrogant, opinionated or self-satisfied-and 
with less cause to be” (1128). 

Savita says Arun not to spoil Lata’s chances of getting married. 
She reminds him, “Arun Bhai, that offers of marriage do not come 
raining down from the sky every day (1129). Linally they leave it to be 
decided by Lata. Meanwhile Meenakshi gets off the car and goes to 
Billy’s room and had a violent and satisfying love making with him. 

In response to Haresh’s hearty hospitality and treatment at 
Prahapore, Mrs.Mehra invites him for a dinner at Sunny Park, where 
Arun resides. In the evening, when Haresh arrives to attend the dinner, 
Arun shows his ugly face and declares that he and Meenakshi will go 
out to attend a party they had been invited before fixing the party for 
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Haresh. Mrs.Mehra invited Haresh without pre-consultation with Arun 
and his pompous anglophile arrogance brews distaste for Haresh. This 
is the reason of his sudden decision to avoid company with Haresh. 
‘Haresh could feel muted pulses of antagonism emanating from his 
direction, and to some extent from the darkly radiant Meenakshi too’ 
(1144). But he gets enough chances to speak to Lata freely, which makes 
him happy. 

Seth’s narration is rich in dramatization. It often leads to 
unexpected turn of events. Haresh’s rage with Lata and his sudden exit 
from her house is an example. Haresh and Lata go to the garden 
outside, and with painstaking efforts build up a conversation. He feels 
his intense love for her, and thinks it fit to hold her hands, but desists 
himself. He talks about their previous meetings, especially their first 
one, when Lata was boarding the train to Calcutta as a result of 
Mrs.Mehra’s frantic effort to delineate her from Kabir. Haresh still 
remembers her somber mood. Lata also remembers it and also the 
cause of her tensed mood. Haresh mentions his meeting with Kabir on 
that day at the stadium, while they were watching cricket. This news of 
Kabir’s presence in Calcutta throws Lata out of her moods and she 
wants him to go inside the house since she feels chilly outside. Harish 
can’t comprehend her sudden change of mood, though he is sure that 
she is fond of him. Now she is treating him in a baffled manner. When 
she says that she is tired of Calcutta and going to the Botanical Garden 
tomorrow, Haresh tells her of his wish to spend the day with her. But 
she is unrelenting and the dispirited Harish takes hold of her hand and 
says that his leave will be over by next day. Lata warns him not to be 
mean (1148). This particular word throws Haresh completely into rage. 
“I am not mean, he repeated. No one has ever said that to me before. 
Don’t ever use that word for me again. I-I am going now...I can’t stay 
for dinner” (1148). Haresh’s sudden reaction stuns Lata. She doesn’t 
mean any harm, girls of St.Sophia convent used to use it at least twenty 
times a day; but it becomes disastrous with Haresh. The pomposity and 
meanness of Mehra family really hurt Haresh, and it hurts his self 
esteem and pride. Haresh is a man who believes in hard work and 
results and relies on nobody for anything, not like the parasitic Mehras. 

On Hearing Harsh’s sudden quit, the sentimental Mrs.Mehra 
bursts into tears, accusing Haresh for his rudeness and Lata for her 
callousness to him. Savita consoles her. Lata wonders, “If we don’t 
understand each other when we speak, what possible future can we 
have together” (1149). 
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Seth makes his heroin’s choice of her partner pragmatic and 
realistic. Lata doesn’t consider any of Arun’s arguments against Haresh 
as her future husband. Arun is distasteful of Haresh’s idioms and 
diction, his lowly upbringing, his selection of a trade rather than a 
profession and his arrogance. Instead of discussing it with other 
people and gets even more confused she directly writes to Haresh her 
consent to marry him. Unlike Amit who can afford to remain 
unmarried or Kabir who plans to pursue his studies abroad, choices are 
not really open to Lata. It is 1951, she is nineteen, and she knows that in 
another two years she will definitely be married off. She therefore opts 
for what she believes is the most sensible choice in the circumstances. 
Haresh’s ‘calmer, less frantic love’ will allow her to grow at her own 
pace. She is confident that Haresh will encourage her to teach if she so 
desires, as he hates to see other people’s talents go wasted. It is the 
ideal domesticity of Savita’s home, that Lata must aspire for, and she 
sees Haresh as being in a position to provide her with the same and yet 
Lata alternates between ‘serene optimism and terrifying attacks of 
uncertainty’ right up to her wedding day. ‘Whose life am I living?’ She 
asks herself, ‘was my acceptance just a reaction?’ (1332). 

The pain of homelessness is the root cause of Mrs. Roopa Mehra’s 
often emotional outbursts. When the marriage of Lata has been settled, 
Mrs, Mehra is in dilemma as to where the ceremony will be held. 
Because of the imprisonment of Mann and the death of Mrs.Kapoor, 
arranging the function at Prem Nivas is out of question. Since Arun 
dislikes Haresh, Lata is not interested to conduct it at Sunny Park also. 
The Chatterji house at Ballygunge is also impossible for several reasons. 
Now the only possible place is Dr.Kishan Chand Seth’s house. But the 
old man is so furious about the affair, since he was kept in the dark 
about Lata’s marriage right from the beginning. Mrs. Roopa Mehra 
threatens him with suicide and she says she will never see him again. 
This ultimately moves Dr.Seth who is equally sentimental and the 
matter is finally settled. 

Seth is keen enough even to incorporate minor details that will 
take his narration to its logical conclusion. Seth describes Haresh’s 
carefulness to match his horoscope with that of Lata. When the 
question of Lata’s horoscope comes up, Haresh visits an astrologer in 
Calcutta with Lata’s place and date of birth, and asks him for a suitable 
time of birth that will ensure that her stars match his. The astrologer 
gives him two or three times, one of which Haresh sends to his parents. 
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Luckily their astrologer worked on the same principles and calculations 
as his. Their anxieties are over (1328). 

In David Mayors’ opinion “Lata is not marrying Haresh; she is 
marrying a symbol of what Seth would like to proclaim as his hope for a 
new India- an ambitious, pragmatic, anti-snobbish, working-class, self- 
made Indian man” (135). 

Seth’s description of Lata’s marriage ceremony is a fine example 
of realistic narration, where the novelist is very keen to incorporate 
almost all segments of the society, making the gathering an all inclusive 
affair. Seth’s deliberate selection of common place characters suits his 
novel very well to the cannons of classical realism. Seth alienates 
himself from his predecessors by richly imparting humane compassion 
in the overall make up of his characters. Therefore his realism stands 
very close to R.K.Narayan’s compassionate realism. 

Seth’s brilliant narration brings out the true picture of the Indian 
villages. Maan begins his life of exile. His father, as well as Saeeda Bai 
has disowned him. Maan is on his way to Rudia, the home district of 
Rasheed. Nobody sees him off at the railway station. He is sweltering 
under the summer heat in a second class compartment. A fellow 
passenger-a farmer- takes notice of him. He understands that Maan is 
an English speaking sahib. The attitude of the villagers towards the 
English language is explicit in his remarks to Maan. “people love 
English, If you talk in English, you are a king. The more people you can 
mystify, the more people will respect you” (V.Seth. Suitable 501). 

Maan and Rasheed alight at Salimpur, a sleepy sub divisional 
town. They hire a rickshaw for their onward journey to Debaria. Here 
Seth draws the picture of a typical Indian village. 

It was evening, and every where birds were chattering in the 
trees. The neem trees rustled in the warm evening breeze. 
Underneath, a small stand of straight, broad-leafed teak trees 
a donkey, two of its legs tied together, was hobbling painfully 
forward. On every culvert sat a crowd of children, who 
shouted at the rickshaw as it went along. There was little 
traffic other than the many bullock-carts making their way 
village-wards from the harvest or a few boys driving cattle 
down the road (505). 

Man wonders what Rasheed was doing in this doltish un¬ 
electrified place which is far away from civilization and full of 
suspicious and illiterate peasants, who know nothing better than to 
stare at the strangers. They sleep that night in Raheed’s house in a 


53 



Realism as Narrative Strategy: A Study ofVikram Seth’s Novels 


charpoy under the clear night sky. Maan, who is dog-tired, sleeps 
soundly. Even the thoughts of Saeeda Bai are away from his mind. 

In the early morning Rasheed’s grandfather - his Baba- wakes him 
up and asks him to offer his prayers. To his dismay Maan replies that he 
is not going to pray. Rasheed avoids further embarrassment by 
disclosing that Maan is a Hindu, a fact his Baba never thought of. 

Rasheed explains to Maan that they have to go to the open field 
to defecate. This is somewhat shocking to Maan, a protegee of urban 
elites. In another way it reminds us the stark reality that prevails in the 
Indian villages. It is a very difficult task for Maan to walk in the mud 
ridges that separates the fields. He even stumbles down in the dark, 
spilling out the water he is carrying in a lota (a small pot) to use after 
the toilet. He sighs, thinking that this will be the state of affairs for him 
for the next couple of weeks. Maan is getting ready for his lessons of 
Urdu from Rasheed under a neem tree. 

The children of the village are thoroughly amazed having seen an 
adult struggling with the ‘be, pe, te’ of the Urdu alphabet...An irritated 
Maan suggests to go inside. Rasheed replies that they maintain purdah 
at home. ‘The Muslim women of the lower caste need to work in the 
fields, so they can’t maintain purdah. But we Shaikhs and Sayyeds try 
to’ (512); clarifies Rasheed. The landed gentry in the village languish in 
false pride and believe themselves that they are the important people of 
the area. It is simply a matter of honour to them. 

Maan and Rasheed are on their way to the grain-parcher’s house. 
The village they are walking through is like any other thousands of 
Indian villages. ‘Mud walls within which people lived (often together 
with their cattle), thatched roofs, narrow lanes with no windows facing 
on to them, the very occasional white washed one-story brick house 
belonging to a ‘big person’ in the village’ (520). This is a too 
stereotypical narration many times repeated in Indian English fiction. 
But Seth’s intention is not derogatory, nor does he intend any creation 
of sympathy from any quarters, but only steadfastly maintaining a 
detached faithfulness to what he has seen around him. 

In the village only two families enjoy the luxury of hand pumps; 
Rasheed’s and another one’s. Other people draw water from wells 
demarcated to particular casts. Muslims draw water from wells for 
Muslims, Hindus from their own and caste Hindus from those 
belonging to the untouchables. Even after three years of self rule and 
many years of Gandhi’s toil to emancipate the Indian society from its 
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age old customs and social dogmas, Indian society hardly yields to 
change and it is true even in the dawn of 21 st century. 

Seth draws a very vibrant picture of the village life. The 
enthusiastic uncle of Rasheed, popularly called Netaji, and country 
urchins like Moazzam are some of the characters he selectively chooses 
to get us a real picture of the village in which Maan has destined to 
spend a few weeks of his life. In the village even a second hand Harley 
Davidson is a luxury and urchins like Moazzam are usually hovering 
around it with a malicious intent. 

When Rasheed introduces Maan to the villagers they look at him 
suspiciously but not unfriendly. Every outsider is believed to be an 
officer of the government, entrusted with the task to grab their land. 
The Zamindary Abolition Bill that Mr. Mahesh Kapoor contemplates 
has its far reaching influence among the village folks and Maan feels its 
pulse directly wherever he goes. 

Seth infuses a truthful picture of the remote Indian villages, 
where the word ‘development’ is unheard off in the early days of 
independence. Many villages in Rudhia district are infested with 
wolves. There are stories where children have been mauled by the 
wolves. Villagers’ goats and cows have been killed. They can’t sleep in 
their huts owing to scorching heat and also outside because of the 
wolves. 

Sandeep Lahiri, the Sub Divisional Officer (SDO) understands the 
root cause of the problem. The place had richer forest cover once, full 
of small wild life so that wolves could feed on them. Then there was 
too much logging, first in the war, then illegally after the war with the 
connivance of the forest officials. The wild life became scarce and the 
wolves have nothing to eat, so they infiltrate the human habitation, 
taking away their goats and if not, then their children. The SDO 
actively engages in wolf hunting and becomes successful to instill 
confidence in the villagers. 

Rasheed’s village Debaria is a predominantly Muslim one, barring 
a few caste Hindus and Brahmins. Muslims still possess contempt and 
distrust towards the Hindus. Communal polarization, though not as 
adverse as in the times of partition is not there, but it still lingers in the 
hearts of the people there. Muslims do not miss a chance to sling mud 
on Hindus. In the courtyard of Rasheed’s house, there is a meeting 
going on between the Brahmins of the area like Bajpai, his son Kishore 
Babu, a fellow Brahmin called ‘football’ et al. Bajpai is trying to read 
Maan’s palm and he makes certain comments which impress Maan. 
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Kishore Babu then says. “It’s quite scientific. Palmistry-and astrology 
too. Otherwise why would the stars be where they are?”(662). To this, 
Qamar, the fellow villager said, “Everything is scientific for you, even 
the caste system, even worshiping the linga and other disgusting things. 
And singing bhajans to that adulterer, that teaser of women, that thief 
Krishna” (662). Kishore Babu explains that the idol is only a point of 
concentration and he asks why the Muslims turn towards Mecca during 
their prayer times. This mutual misunderstanding arising out of 
ignorance of the fundamental principle of the faith is the main source 
of trouble in all communal tensions. When gets exploited by 
unscrupulous elements easy flare ups are the results. 

The village Brahmins’ purpose is to discuss with Maan the 
Zemindari bill that is only a Presidential ascent away and they are 
apprehensively discussing it with him. Maan is already acclimatized 
with his status of being an exile. Now he can read printed Urdu with 
ease. This is despite his not very energetic efforts. His initial outrage 
against his father has waned. He has begun to appreciate his father’s 
efforts. The villagers have started taking him as their own; their initial 
suspicion has gone. Many rumours were in the air about Maan’s real 
intentions and now they have all died down. Rahseed sometimes tries 
to speak Maan’s mind out on the Zamindari abolition bill. It is a fact 
that he has often reacted sharply and violently against excesses, but he 
can’t be expected to speak in terms of the proletariat. He does not want 
his father’s many years of toil to be scuttled by the courts nor does he 
want to lose Firoz his ancestral property. Sometimes he is burning with 
passion when occasional memory of Saeeda Bai flashes through his 
mind. 

Seth realistically narrates the chasm that exists among 
generations in Indian villages. The old generation is still rooted in 
superstition and age old customs. They are always at loggerheads with 
their young ones. Rasheed always has a strained relation with his village 
elders. This is because of Rasheed’s liberal and progressive attitudes. 
He turns a rebel in his own household. Rasheed’s father arranges a roof 
top meeting to discuss the family matters. This is the custom whenever 
a member is at home after a long absence. His father is annoyed with 
Rasheed and rebukes him at his ways in front of his step mother. 
Rasheed detests this and he asks his father to spare him this 
humiliation. This infuriates him further. His main complaint is that 
instead of accompanying him to the fields, Rasheed is wasting his time 
by ‘going around from the house of the washerman to the house of the 


56 



Realism as Narrative Strategy: A Study ofVikram Seth’s Novels 


sweeper, asking about this one’s son and that one’s nephew’ (537), but 
not spending enough time with his own family. His father strongly feels 
that he is a communist. Rasheed is not heeding to the advice of the 
elders of the village; complains his father. What do they advise? Make 
money as fast as one can; refutes Rasheed. There is a philanthropist in 
him. ‘I feel that one is responsible for others, not only for oneself, and 
one’s family’ (537). Rasheed makes his stand clear before his father. But 
these are bloody communist ideas he has acquired in the University. 
His father thinks so. The Zamindari Abolition Bill is on the anvil. Then 
all the imaginary poultry farms and high yielding fish ponds and 
improved diary firms with which Rasheed intends to benefit his 
villagers will have to be built in the air. His father asks him to talk to 
Maan, the son of the revenue minister, for personal exemptions; but 
Rasheed is least to oblige. 

His father has another diabolic idea. ‘To move the tenants 
around, keep them running this year this field, next year, that’ (538). 
Even Kachheru, the trusted servant, will not be spared. Rasheed raises 
this issue, but his father is adamant. Making an exemption to one 
chamar will cause twenty rebellions. His father points out. There is a 
general agreement in the family about this matter. As his Baba says 
about him, ‘Rasheed worries too much about every one’ (539) and that 
is the real cause of Rasheed’s personal melancholies. 

Rasheed is too distressed to know the ways of his family and the 
fate that hangs on Kachheru’s life. Kachheru is the servant whom he 
has seen right from his childhood, who served his family with devotion. 
He has made improvements to the small plot of land he has been 
tilling. Even a five year tenancy will establish his right on the land. The 
new bill has provision for such rights. 

Seth realistically narrates the feudal system and the exploitation it 
perpetrates in the villages. Rasheed is the only character in the village 
whose conscience is pricked by the age old system of feudal landlords. 
He is full of compassion for the less privileged and tries whatever means 
he can to make them possessed. Rasheed makes an all out attempt to 
restore Kachheru his rightful piece of land he cultivates and lives. For 
the purpose he makes a visit to the village patwari, who is the local 
official in charge of revenue records. But to his dismay, the patwari 
discloses that, he himself- i.e Abdul Rasheed Khan- is the cultivator of 
the land and Kachheru is nothing more than a hired labourer. 
Rasheed’s father and grandfather with the connivance of the patwari 
have fragmented the land for various members of the family with an 
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intention to bypass the provisions in the upcoming Zamindari Abolition 
Bill. The land where Kachheru tills is now in Rasheed’s name effectively 
disowning Kachheru’s legal rights. 

Rasheed informs the patwari that he wants to make an ownership 
change in favour of Kachheru. The patwari is dismayed but Rasheed 
offers him his share of bribe. He insists to record the reality regarding 
the tenancy of the plot, so that the continuous tenancy of Kachheru will 
be established. The Patwari nods obediently (543). Patwari is only a 
pawn in the hands of the landlords. He colludes with them and illegally 
disinherits the rightful share of the tenants upon the land they till and 
live. Rasheed’s rebellion ends unsuccessfully, because he is such a small 
fish destined to fight against the whales of the age old feudal system. 

Indian villages are still under the clutches of communal tensions. 
Seth gives an amble picture of this reality through his masterful 
narration. Mann in his life of exile can feel the heat of the communal 
tensions that take place at Brahmpur recently, which lead to a firing at 
the Alamgiri Masjid. It has its repercussions at Salimpur also. Most of 
the local daily has reported it and Muslims have become bitter against 
L.N. Agarwal, who they believe to be the mastermind of constructing a 
Shiva Temple there. Secularists like Mahesh Kapoor are well received 
there but his Zamindari Abolition Bill is a hot issue of discussion. The 
SDO says, ‘This bill of your father’s is going to make a vast amount of 
additional work for us, you know...but it is a good thing I suppose’ 
(624). Young bureaucrats like Sandeep Lahiri, the SDO is supportive of 
the imminent change the bill will bring forth. The Zamindari Abolition 
Bill becomes a major political event at the time of the story and a major 
driving force for societal change. 

Seth gives us a truthful picture of the luxurious life of the 
feudalist Nawabs. Maan, after his prolonged stay at Debaria village 
leaves to Baitar house, where he hopes to meet Firoz. But the 
Nawabzada is away and Maan makes a short stay in the fort. Seth’s 
realism brings out the true picture of the lifestyle of the Nawabs. Maan 
makes a thorough walk around the fort. It was a building of great 
grandeur but it was in a neglected shape. He along with a servant climb 
level upon level by flights of steep steps until they come to the roof 
with its ramparts and crenellations and its four square towers, each 
with an empty flag post on top’(637). The dining room is decorated with 
fantastic oil portraits hanging on the walls. 

Maan takes a fresh bath in the marble tiled bath room of the fort. 
Though the flush and showers are not working, they are extreme luxury 
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to Maan after his sufferings at Debaria and at the rudimentary facilities 
of the SDO’s bungalow. Two closets in the bathroom amaze Maan with 
a tinge of history in it. ‘There was a dusty-seated European style toilet 
and an Indian one as well. The former was inscribed in a kind of 
quatrain as follows. 

] B Morton $ Sons 
Sanitary Engineers 
Old Court House Corner 
Calcutta. 

The later said, more simply: 

Norton’s Patent 
‘The Hindu’ 

Combined Closet 
Calcutta 

Maan wonders ‘whether anyone before him in this erstwhile 
stronghold of the Muslim League had meditated on this subversive 
inscription, rebelling perhaps at the thought that this item of their 
common cultural heritage should have been so arbitrarily ascribed by 
the British to those of the other rival religion’ (639). 

Maan has in his mind, the mutiny of 1857, where Muslim soldiers 
were made to use cartridges made of swine’s fat and the Hindus with 
the cows. The monstrous brain of the British played well with the card 
till the two communities slit each other’s throat after the partition of 
the sub continent. 

Realistic style 

Apart from maintaining a linear narration throughout the text 
Seth subsists on a style suitable to the classical realist mode which is 
similar to the style of the masters of the genre. In George Eliot’s 
Middlemarch, there is no central figure of any kind; the main interest is 
divided between four separate groups of characters; and none of these 
except Dorothea Brook approaches the conventional heroic type. In A 
Suitable Boy the main interest is divided between four families-the 
Mehras, the Chatterjis, the Kapoors and the Khans-and only two-Lata 
and Maan- approach the conventional heroic types. Each family has a 
plot and therefore there are four plots and there are some sub-plots 
here to help the four plots to advance slowly and steadily towards the 
main plot; the search for a suitable boy. The subplots-the academic 
skullduggery,the political parallelism between Nehru and Tandon, on 
the one hand, and, the political rift between L N Agarwal and Mahesh 


59 



Realism as Narrative Strategy: A Study ofVikram Seth’s Novels 


Kapoor, on the other, Saeeda Bai and Maan, all help the main plot to 
stand on surer and firmer footing (Agarwalla 63-64). 

Seth’s style has strong resemblance to Walter Scott-says Rollason; 
the great Scottish novelist set the standard for the nineteenth century 
historical novel, locating imagined characters inside real historical 
events alongside such actual figures and tracing how individuals’ 
destinies are shaped by greater forces within their society. The 
comparison between Seth and Scott as novelists is particularly 
illuminating in relation to the aspect of language. In A Suitable Boy, a 
novel written in English, the reader is asked to imagine the different 
characters as speaking or otherwise employing a number of different 
languages. A number of Walter Scott’s key novels similarly give 
prominence to a complex multilingual reality, albeit, again one 
expressed through the dominant medium of English (67). 

Seth’s indebtedness to Victorian realism has revealed through his 
insistence of reason over passion. Seth’s heroine Lata decides to marry 
Haresh in the later part of the novel. This shows her pragmatism and 
reasonable thinking. Victorian realist texts shun passion over reason 
and Seth also follows the masters of the genre in A Suitable Boy. Seth 
foregrounds self-control and renunciation over the catastrophic 
domination of passion over human life. David Mayors writes: 

Many women magazines in the west suggest that the meaning 
of life is to be found in passionate romance, hi-fashion fame, 
conspicuous riches and being pursued from place to place by 
the paparazzi. Many men’s magazine and films in the west 
today suggest that the meaning of life is to be found in 
glamorized hi-gloss porn and the best advertised beer or 
scotch. Vilcram Seth in A Suitable Boy suggests that the 
meaning of life is to be found in arranged marriages, the 
renunciation of sexual demonicism, and tolerant participation 
in the comic parliament of family togetherness. Passion and 
fanaticism of all kinds must be dominant in the human 
personality if this family togetherness is to be the successful 
foundation of tolerance in national politics, a theme that 
reminds me most of Thomas Mann’s Joseph-Tetralogy and his 
Freudian theme of the necessary victory of the crafty ego over 
the explosive libido (131). 

Seth’s retention of epistolary style in A Suitable Boy reminds us of 
the influence of Middlemarch upon him. Mrs.Roopa Mehra is fond of 
writing long letters to her loved ones. When she was living with Pran 
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and Savita at Brahmpur she wrote a long letter to Arun, full of maternal 
anguish. “I hope you are feeling much better and the pain in your back 
as well as the tooth ache is much less” (V.Seth Suitable 41). Whenever 
she writes, Lata’s marriage is at the prime of her thought. Her letter to 
Kalpana Gaur, daughter of her husband’s friend in Delhi is no different 
either. She begins: “You have always been like a daughter to me so I 
will speak from the heart” (43). In a similar way Casaubon writes to 
Dorothea in Middlemarchin matters of courtship. He writes: “To be 
accepted by you as your husband and the earthly guardian of your 
welfare, I should regard as the highest of providential gifts” (Eliot 50). 

Seth’s style of writing employs irony as an effective narrative tool 
to bring out many subtle behaviour of his characters in A Suitable Boy. 
In the drama proposed to be played at the University, Mr.Barua assigns 
the part of Olivia to Lata and the part of Maria to Malati. To her 
astonishment Kabir is also in the play and he is doing the part of 
Malvolio. They meet at the rehearsals and share some light moments. 
She wishes to avoid Kabir, but she can’t. She can see tinges of pain on 
his face at the time of her partings. Malvolio’s ironical insanity at the 
hands of Maria and Kabir’s present state and his inevitable separation 
from Lata in future are all suggestive of each other. Seth’s play of irony 
is amusing and ingenious as well. 

Though Kabir is proud of his father’s madness in his boyhood, his 
mother’s insanity is an excruciating pain to him. His mother lives in 
lost memories. She does not know her daughter Sarnia is dead. She 
cannot distinguish between Kabir and his brother Hashim. Heat and 
old, day and night, life and death are not different to her. She becomes 
a little distressed after her mother’s death. Gradually she becomes 
suspicious of everything and it grows to the extent of destroying 
Dr.Durrani’s unfinished mathematical papers. It prompts Dr.Durrani 
to ask her brother to take her away. Kabir’s ‘affectionate, amusing, 
practical’ mother afflicted with this strange visitation, so causeless, 
plunges Kabir into unredeemable grief. Kabir’s joviality has this sorrow 
at its underneath. 

Anita Desai observes Seth’s exotic nature of realism in A Suitable 
Boy. She notices in the book a pandering to the needs of the western 
reader for the exotic:”...with the glee of an anthropologist let loose 
among Pacific islanders, Seth describes for us all the festivals of the 
Indian calendar year, from the spring festival of Holi through 
Rakhi...Janmashtami...Karva Chauth...Christmas and New Year 
eve”(Pandurang 26). As far as the lavish scenery of Indian festivals are 
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concerned, Seth is making a bold attempt to remind the youth of India, 
who has walked past from the ideals of the Indian national movement 
to remember and assimilate their own cultural past, so that they can 
view India in an unbiased and secular mind set. Westernization has 
past depleted the value of Indianness from Indians and creative 
endeavour like A SuitableBoy is an effective anecdote to such neo- 
cultural imperialism. Seth explains his stand, “how can you claim to 
write about something unless you know it, If not from the heart of it, 
then somewhere from the inside of it” (10). 

Seth’s careful selection of the particular style of language is also 
worth mentioning. Seth’s insistence on cultural specificity is imparted 
through his careful selection of the linguistic register. A Suitable Boy is 
carefully crafted in the Indian version of the Standard English. This is 
apart from his earlier work, The Golden gate, where he employed a 
flawless usage of American English. In An Equal Music Seth’s mastery 
over British English is well exemplified. Christopher Rollason writes: 
“’The specifically Indian nature of the form of standard English 
employed in A Suitable Boy here merits further comment, via a number 
of salient examples: “at least restrain yourself till the Zamindari Bill has 
passed”; “there are many madrassas and religious establishments all 
over the states where Urdu may be taught”; Veena hummed to herself 
the first few lines of a bhajan, one of her mother’s favourites’....” (78) 
[Emphasis mine]. 

Seth’s realism always comes under severe criticism owing to its 
“old fashioned” style. Giles Gordan, Seth’s literary agent, claims it a 
‘European Novel’ but it is a little anachronistic to assign such a status to 
A SuitableBoy. It is true that Seth’s novel recalls a phase in the 
European novel’s life which is historically passed. Seth’s affinity to Jane 
Austen is a well established fact. But there exists markable differences 
between the two. Austen and Seth concentrate their creative genius on 
the middle class, the former in a minimalist and ironic and the latter in 
a garrulous and panoramic way. Indian middle class is a late 
development. Seth’s novel has for its setting almost the whole of Inida, 
but for Austen, three or four families in a country village is the very 
thing to work on. “Seth’s is the panoramic saga of the coming of age of 
a nascent nation” (Mohapatra et al 26). 

Characterisation in A Suitable Boy 

Seth’s exuberance in narration is also visible in characterization. 
Seth draws a word picture of his characters, which often reminds the 
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naturalistic style of masters of Realism such as Gustav Flaubert and 
Emile Zola. See how Seth describes S.S.Sharma, the Chief Minister of 
Purva Pradesh in vivid words: “Sharmaji was rather a hulking man with 
a perceptible limp and an unconscious and slight vibration of the head, 
which was exacerbated when, as now, he had had a long day” (rz). 

There is a famous slogan from Nietzsche that ‘there are no such 
facts, only interpretations’ (Tallis 25). It reminds us that the facts of the 
cases are selected in accordance with the observer’s point of view. Here 
Seth projects certain characters like Mrs.Kapoor, Mrs.Tandon, Malati’s 
mother et al with certain deliberate viewpoints. He couples bare facts 
with a susceptible ground of interpretation. The above characters 
remain nameless throughout the plot, or for what else they require a 
name! They represent the nameless millions, widowed, lonely and 
exploited. They swim against odds and fix their foot firm on the ground, 
keeping their dependents intact to their bosom. 

Seth’s concern for the lonely and widowed women of India 
reflects in the characterization of Malati. Alienation and the resultant 
ostracism and exploitation are the contemporary social realities 
widowed women face in India. Malati lost her father when she was 
eight. Her mother witnessed the death of three of their children and 
her dear husband, who was a surgeon in the army. In her naivety, she 
was exploited by her servants and relations before she finally settles 
down. The sentimental attachment between Lata and Malati is the loss 
of their fathers. Malati’s mother lets the girls live a life of their own 
irrespective of the reactions it caused in and around the society in 
which they lived. Seth’s European upbringing can’t help him hide his 
liberal pretensions, and he never lets a chance to lose to express his 
liberal views through his characters, though the Indian society of the 
50s was too nascent to such pretensions. 

The heroine of A Suitable Boy Lata is diametrically opposite to 
what Malati is. Lata’s renunciation of the notions of marriage is 
ridiculous in the eyes of Malati. “What was good enough for her mother 
and her mother’s mother and her mother’s mother’s mother should be 
good enough for her” (22); thinks Roopa Mehra. But Lata is neither 
interested in marriage nor sex. She becomes nervous when Malati gives 
her the plucked narcissi from the garden, where hangs a board with 
inscriptions ‘do not pluck the flowers’ (30). Passion is some kind of 
illegality to Lata just like the illegally gotten narcissi. 

Seth’s pretension of Lata’s naivety and innocence is ridiculous. 
Lata’s supposed naivety is a serious flaw in her character. Lata’s 
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ignorance of periods of menstruation is hardly convincing because she 
is an undergraduate student and a friend of Malati, who is a medical 
student. It appears to be an unnecessary attempt on part of the writer 
to trivialize Lata. Savita’s ill feeling of the day may be because of her 
having period or something; thinks Lata. Savita astonishingly replies 
that when you’re expecting you don’t have periods and wonders that 
she herself had known this elementary fact for a long time (173). Thus 
there is reason to think that Lata knows such matters and any other 
claim by the author is purely pretentious. 

Lata is a representative of the upcoming Indian woman, who is 
modern educated and possesses liberal values. They are free from 
sectarian ideologies. Seth cautiously fuses this particular character trait 
in Lata. During Mrs. Mehra’s frantic efforts to find out a suitable boy to 
Lata, she summons her to Calcutta. Lata is speechless for a moment 
when she hears that it is for a meeting with Haresh that she is 
summoned for. She protests to all her mother’s assurances and casteist 
pronouncements. She retorts, “Ma, I know all your prejudices and I 
share none of them. You bring me up one way and you act in another” 
(561). Her mother says she has nothing against Mohammedans and 
whatever things she has done is for her future. Mrs. Mehra hands her 
out a letter from Kalpana in which she has drawn a rosy picture of 
Haresh. 

The tone of the letter sometimes reminds her of the days at the 
Sophia Convent, her attempt to convert to Christianity and all the 
acrimony it created in her family. Arun promptly declares that it was 
all 'summer moonshine’. 

Seth describes Lata’s naivety and presence of mind even at the 
moment of adversity while describing her experience at the Sahgals. 
Mr.Sahgal is a sexually frustrated person. His wife is a sage, says he; his 
son Pushkar is a mentally retarded one and his daughter a neurotic. 
When night advances and Lata is falling into good sleep, she hears 
padded footsteps approaching her room. The door opens, and she sees 
the silhouette of a man against the dim light in the corridor. It is 
Mr.Sahgal. He resorts to a long and icy talk with Lata. She is terrified, 
perplexed and did not know what to do. He asks whether she is a 
‘lipstick girl’ (591). Mr.Sehgal means, whether she is bold enough in 
matters of sex. She cannot answer. She remembers the same question 
he had asked her five years ago in the car, while they were travelling to 
the railway station in their last visit. She could not understand what he 
meant. She is so innocent, who even didn’t know what menstruation is 
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before it struck her at twelve years of age. When she screams, Sehgal 
leaves the room, his footsteps move to Pushkar’s and then to Kiran’s. 
‘Lata waits for his footsteps to return any minute. She cannot sleep. 
‘But it was two hours later, a little before five in the morning, that they 
passed by her room gently, after a momentary pause by her door’ (593). 
Lata’s innocence reveals through her subdued reaction to such 
moments of terror and her good-natured behaviour when she conceals 
the incident from her mother, even though she was tempted to speak it 
out during dinner time next morning. 

Seth’s characterization of Lata as an ideal domestic girl is 
beautiful. She obeys her mother in the matter of her marriage. She 
shuns her love for Kabir for the overall balance of her family. She 
renounces her passion in a calm and logical way and accepts Haresh as 
her husband. She is always bestowed with the sense of right selection, 
which she shows undoubtedly when she rejects Amit’s offer of 
marriage. She is Seth’s Desdemona in loveliness, intelligence and 
devotion. 

In A Suitable Boy, there are enough conflict between individual 
and communitarian values which shape the development of characters. 
Mrs.Mehra’s insistence on Lata to marry into thier own caste and her 
distaste of Lata’s Muslim love Kabir are an example of this. “Lata’s 
character develops through this conflict between a family-oriented, 
communitarian mentality, and more individualist values, a 
characteristic of modern Indian fiction”(Srivastava 50). 

The protagonist in A Suitable Boy, Haresh is the typical 
representative of the emerging bourgeoisie. When Veena sees Haresh 
for the first time, she makes an all round analysis of the young man, 
and Seth describes Veena’s judgment of Haresh somewhat anatomically 
as a ‘short-well-built without being stocky, fair in complexion, with 
squarish rather than an oval face’, and concludes that he is from Neel 
Darvaza in Delhi (192). 

Seth is very keen to portray Haresh as an enterprising and 
hardworking young man, fearless in the expression of his mind. 
Entrepreneurship and extreme confidence make the man Haresh. His 
technical knowledge about the nuances of shoemaking is superb and he 
is always at the profitable side in the matter of bargaining. A down to 
earth character, who is always ready to exert himself to the extreme, 
success will definitely come his way. Kedarnth...raised his eyebrows in 
admiration at this enterprising fellow who had had the foresight to 
think of all these details before he left on a brief out of-town trip 
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intended mainly for purchasing materials’(2o6). The admiration of 
Kedarnath is not in vain, for Haresh has the energy and skill to turn any 
opportunity gainfully to his credit. 

The major character traits of Haresh namely his overconfidence 
and sharp memory are disclosed while he is in the company of the 
fellow Stephanians. Sunil Patwardhan is a mathematician now and he 
wonders how a lover of literature like Haresh turned into leather 
business. He remembers one particular instance during their college 
days which shows Haresh’s exemplary confidence and memory power. 
“Haresh...was to identify from a distance each of the fifty or so cars 
parked outside the college on the occasion of an official function. 
Haresh had got every one of them right” (209). It is a surprise to 
everybody how he emerged from his B.A. English Honours course with 
a third class and had messed up his poetry paper with innumerable 
misquotations. 

Seth brings in Haresh the essentials of an entrepreneur who 
becomes a protegee of the earlier capitalists and a diehard optimist 
with a steely resolve. It is not wonder when circumstances bent to his 
own designs and aspirations. This is especially visible when he manages 
the Mehras, when they are in search of a suitable boy for Lata. 

Seth depicts Haresh as a compassionate and ever helping 
character. He is devoid of any prejudice. During Mrs.Mehra’s hunt for a 
suitable boy for Lata, Haresh receives the Mehras at his residence at 
Elm villa. On their way to the villa Mrs. Mehra unbundles the story of 
her proud son, her late husband and his aborted elevation to the 
Chairman of The Railway Board on account of his untimely death and 
so on. The impression of Haresh’s dwelling is altogether attractive 
despite the presence of the boring Miss.Mason, the house owner and 
the cook. Lunch is presided over by Miss. Mason. Haresh discloses 
every personal detail to the Mehras without inhibition or pretension. 
Mrs.Mehra makes a thorough inspection of Haresh’s room because 
there are many things one can learn from a room. Everything is well 
ordered; even the volumes of Hardy in the shelf are in the alphabetical 
order. The only irritant is the photograph of Simran, Haresh’s beloved 
and to the anxious Mrs.Mehra, Haresh discloses the fact that though 
the girl still loves him, there is not much prospect in it because of his 
being a non-Sikh and as a result he is thinking about other suitable 
girls. This is a most satisfying reply to Mrs.Mehra. Haresh is so open 
that he doesn’t hesitate to disclose the fact that the car in which he 
brought them was arranged from his factory. Haresh invites them to 
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have a look at his factory, so that he can show them the condition 
under which he works now. Lata agrees. 

Haresh loves his work and is devoid of any inhibitions about it. 
He takes the Mehras around the CLFC’s tannery, accompanied by an 
employee Mr. Lee of the company. The stench is unbearable to the 
daughter and the mother. Haresh explains to them all the stages of 
tanning and shoe making enthusiastically. Having noticed that his 
guests are overstretched because of the smell, he apologizes to them 
and agrees to take them out to their residence at Kakkar’s. On their 
way Haresh says that someone has to make shoes. Mrs. Mehra asks him 
whether he works in the tannery and he replies in the negative and says 
he visits the place once in a week. Even this astonishes Lata and Haresh 
replies, with perfect understanding of a true entrepreneur that “I don’t 
like sitting in an office giving orders and expecting miracles. If this 
means that I have to stand in a pit and soak a buffalo’s hide myself, I’ll 
do it. People who work in managing agencies, for instance are perfectly 
happy to deal in commodities but don’t like smudging their fingers with 
anything except ink” (577). 

Seth portrays Haresh as a man of success. Seth infuses in him the 
essential elements that will make him a man of achievement and 
perfect vision. These are the qualities that make him the suitable boy of 
Lata’s choice. Seth modeled this character upon the character of his 
own father Premo Seth, who was an executive with the Bata Shoe 
Company. So the characterization of the protagonist Haresh is realistic 
and based on a pre-conceived reality. 

Seth is full of sympathy while characterizing Varun, the younger 
brother of the anglophile Arun. He makes him a balancing figure which 
stands as a contrast to his extremely conscious and Europeanized 
brother. Varun is always in the company of his lowly ‘shamshu’ friends 
visiting Tollygunge race-course. Seth doesn’t slip any picture of the 
Calcutta society unrepresented. He is making a kaleidoscopic narration. 
Often cinematic- one scene slips over the other in quick succession. 
Arun was sitting with the Coxes as their guest in the pinnacle of the 
member’s enclosure while at the same time Varun was spending his 
time with his ‘shamshu’ friends in the two rupee enclosure. Arun is too 
worried about the ‘damage to the equilibrium’ caused by his wayward 
and irresponsible brother’ (440). Varun is always subjected to ridicule 
by his brother and it causes extreme erosion of self esteem in him. But 
Lata is always sympathetic with him and it is she who is always 
boosting his morale. 
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Varun lacks self confidence and always needs moral boosting 
from one quarter or another. On one occasion when Lata enters Varun’s 
room, she sees him in a dejected mood and is going through the 
Gazette of India reading the details of Civil Service examination. After 
finishing reading the part detailing the interviews, Varun with tear- 
filled eyes tells Lata, “I don’t have a chance. I have such a poor 
personality. I don’t make a good impression on anyone... I’m not fit for 
Civil Service. They want people with qualities of leadership-not fifth- 
class bloody fools like me” (457). Arun’s self reproach is baseless though 
Seth projects him in such a manner. But Seth contradicts himself at the 
last part of the novel, when Varun wins the Civil Service examination. 
Kalpana’s amorous looks boosts Varun’s self confidence when he is 
about to attend the Civil Service interview at Delhi and he finally wins 
it. 

Arun is the embodiment of pride and snobbishness. The 
conversation he makes with Haresh and Mr.Khandelwal at 
Mr.Khandelwal’s house is a proof to it. In a casual way Haresh enquires 
whether he is the brother of Lata. Arun nodes and Haresh was 
ingenious enough to lead his queries to the other members of his 
family. Meenakshi has had the feeling that, ‘this cobbler would make a 
very poor rival to Amit’ (931). Arun then enquires his position with the 
Praha shoe company in which Haresh works and wishes that it would 
be a managerial one. But Haresh, in his frankness reveals that, it is 
nothing managerial; but only supervisory and reiterates that Prahas 
used to induct their employees only at the shop floor level. His 
selection to the managerial position with James Hawley is also 
mentioned by Haresh. Arun is appalled or rather pretends to be so on 
hearing Haresh’s reply. Then comes England in their conversation. 
There is the ghost of an anglophile in Arun and he pretends that each 
nook and corner of England is familiar to him as if he was bred and 
brought up there. Haresh’s Middlehampton saga is uninteresting to 
Arun. He enquires about the plays Haresh would have seen while he 
was in London; but Haresh replies in the negative. Haresh feels that 
Arun is worse than Novak, Havel and Kurilla-his tormenters at the Shoe 
company- put together. Even the name of posh hotels, toy shops and 
other places are mentioned by Arun and the appalled Haresh asks very 
innocently, “when were you last in England, Mr.Mehra?” (933). This 
causes a tremendous shockwave through Arun, that explodes his 
pomposity and pretention. See how Seth describes his precarious 
condition. “Something appeared to have got stuck in Arun’s throat, 
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because he took a handkerchief out of his pocket and began to cough, 
pointing with his left hand to his Adam’s apple. His hostess...ordered a 
glass of water for him” (933). 

Haresh, feeling that Arun may appreciate his interest in him, 
repeats his question. 

Finally Arun reveals the truth. He mumbles, “as it happens, it 
might surprise you to learn that I’ve never actually had the opportunity 
to go there-but of course we’re going in a few month’s time” (934). This 
reply startles his hosts also. 

Arun’s occupation withBentsen Pryce boosts his Englishness and 
arrogance. The company is a vestige of British rule in India. The 
company’s rein is still in the hands of the director in London and it is 
only after pressure from India’s independent Government that they 
consent to induct a few executives in their coveted managerial cadre. 
Arun Mehra is one among them who is extremely conscious of his 
position. ‘If ever there was a man enraptured by England and English it 
was he’ (422). But when it comes to the matter of financing any Indian; 
the firm behaves exactly in the British way and denies it. As the 
Marwari Mr. Jhun Jhun Wala, who approached them for assistance for 
the expansion of his house says; “they won’t take something or unless 
there’s a bit of a smell of the English in it” (426). 

Arun’s blind subservience to English ways and customs are 
revealed in his letter to Lata, in which he declares his dissension about 
Haresh’s ways. He writes: “Despite his having studied English at St 
Stephan’s and having lived in England for two years, his use of the 
English language leaves a great deal to be deserved...It is a question of 
his idiom and diction”(i293). Instead of having a profession he has 
chosen a trade and Praha is not Bentsen Pryce. Arun’s father-in-law is a 
High Court judge, but Haresh’s parents are simple folks of Old Delhi. 
Arun’s charges against Haresh continue. Seth is mocking ironically the 
ways of the upper class; their false sense of pride, their utter contempt 
and lack of understanding about the other sections of the society and 
their own ridiculous conceits. But Arun leaves the decision to Lata and 
assures her that whoever would be her choice he would accept it. What 
he is doing is the rightful discharge of the responsibilities of a loving 
brother. 

Seth depicts Rasheed as a mentally tormented man, who is always 
under pressure from the obsolete religious and hierarchical hegemony. 
Rasheed’s personal dilemma is two pronged. One is from his undesired 
marriage with his sister-in-law by his mother’s compulsion. The poor 
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woman is duty bound and possesses no passion for Rasheed. She suffers 
frequent emotional breakdowns when her husband’s memory comes to 
her mind. Rasheed loves his step daughter as his own daughter and is 
concerned about her education. Neither Debaria nor his wife’s village 
has any schools except the madrasas. He fears she will end up as an 
illiterate like her mother. The second one is his temperamental 
incompatibility with the elders of his village. Rasheed had undergone a 
thorough change in temperament and in thought owing to his 
education; though on a religious line. He keeps a fire in him and 
almost thinks like a socialist. His mind urges for freedom and change. 
The system of tenancy and the associated oppression strangles him. He 
says to Maan, “Look all around you, or look at history. It’s always been 
the same. The old men cling to their power and their beliefs, which 
admit all their worst vices but exclude the least fault and strangle the 
smallest innovation of the young. Then, thank God, they die, and can 
do no more harm. But by then we, the young, are old, and strive to do 
what little mischief they left undone” (651). The transcendental 
humanism that shapes characters like Rasheed is abundant in A 
SuitableBoy . It has a conspicuous effect on the changing times, under 
the influence of Gandhi’s universal humanism and Nehru’s socialistic 
ideologies. A considerable segment of the society is ill at ease with the 
stagnant tradition bound Indian society. The national movement could 
shake its basement to a good extent,but the mansion built on them is 
still intact. It requires a high tremor to shake it and peace it down. 
Fertile minds of young men like Rasheed hold the power to effect such 
tremors to the desired level. 

Rasheed is always with the down trodden and works for their well 
being. He stands with his tenant Kachheru when the question of 
transferring lands to them arises. When Rasheeds’s involvement in 
Kachheru’s case with Patwari is found out, he puts up a brave face and 
argues ardently for the poor servant’s case. All his family elders are 
against him, but this fails to cow him down. Though distressed, he 
doesn’t move an inch in his commitment for what he has done for the 
benefit of the chamar. He accuses his father of continuous taunting and 
insults, and neglect of his earlier associates. Rasheed’s scuffle with his 
family elders shows his steadfastness of character. 

Rasheed, according to Ian Almond is neither characterless nor 
caricature of a fundamentalist with a green headband. On the contrary, 
Seth pictures a difficult and complicated persona for the Urdu teacher, 
providing him with a convincing degree of self-reflecting and a 
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problematic family background. Rasheed’s case suggests a vulnerability 
to suicide and delirium within Islam itself but Seth “while attributing it 
unknowingly stamps paranoia and communism on Rasheed which are 
as stereotypical and as proferred by rightwing Hindu nationalists” 
(Almond 94). 

All critics of Seth unambiguously admit that Amit is the alter ego 
of Seth himself. While he is spending some happy moments with Lata 
at Calcutta, he takes her to the botanical garden and bookstalls of 
College Road. Amit discloses the fact that he is in the middle of a novel 
on Bengal famine. Lata asks, “How far have you got so far with writing 
it?” Amit replies: “I’m about a third of the way”. Then she asks, “It’s 
about the Bengal famine, isn’t it?’ He replies, ‘Yes’ (484). Amit’s writing 
a big novel is in tune with Seth’s writing of A Suitable Boy. Like Seth, 
Amit studied law at Oxford but left it incomplete. He became interested 
in poetry and won a couple of University prizes and published some 
short fiction here and there in magazines. ‘He was sitting in his father’s 
house and doing nothing that counted as real work’ (384). On another 
occasion, Amit discloses to one of his lady admirers in the party that he 
is busy with writing a novel on Bengal famine (389). When Lata asks 
him, “do you have any memory of the famine yourself?” he replies’, “I 
do. I remember it only too well. It was only eight years ago”. He paused, 
“I was somewhat active in student politics then. But do you know, we 
had a dog even then, and fed well”. 

The irony is very clear in Amit’s words. Amit, a representative of a 
wealthy and well provided class feeds their pet dog well when hundreds 
die of starvation. They even cash the catastrophe by fictionalizing the 
gruesome memory in the disguise of reminiscing a phantom memory of 
the past. 

Amit’s preoccupation with poetry is disgusting to his father. Amit is not 
engaged in any useful profession. When he criticizes Kalcoli at the 
breakfast table Mr.Chatterji says: “you’d have a better claim to 
criticizing others if you did something useful yourself’ (410).When his 
father reminds him that poetry is not good for a living and accept law 
instead, Amit replies, “Well, it’s like going back to school’ (410). 

These are strong biographical elements. Seth is making an 
introspection about the course of life he has chosen, probably he is 
unsure of his success at the time of writing his epic length novel. 

Maan is another interesting character, which Seth shapes 
carefully. He represents the prodigal son of the urban elites. Seth sends 
Maan to a remote village to show the metamorphosisthat undergoes in 
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his character. Maan’s exile in Rudhia district and in Debaria of 
Rasheed’s village serves two purposes. Maan proves his worthiness 
before his hardly-pleased father Mahesh Kapoor. Secondly he becomes 
successful in making a deep-rooted rapport with the villagers, which in 
turn becomes useful to Mahesh Kapoor during electioneering. Maan 
proves to be a real help to his father. After spending many days with 
his father in heat and dust, Mann returns to Brahmpur. A man sunk 
deep in lasciviousness, continues his relation with Saeeda Bai, though 
occasionally rejected by her when she is not in her good moods. Maan 
suspects Firoz’s frequent visits to Saeeda Bai, whose intension is to 
build an affair of love with her sister Tasneem. Tasneem is an enigma; 
and when Saeeda Bai discovers Firoz’s love for her, she discloses the 
bitter truth to Firoz that his own father also fathered Tasneem in a 
brutal sexual assault on her when the Nawab was in his youthful 
extravaganza. During one of Maan’s visit to Saeeda Bai, he questions 
her about the purport of Firoz’s visit and enquires whether Firoz loves 
her or her sister. Maan’s accusations make her irritated and she makes 
an ironic comment. “It is not my sister he is in love with-it is not my 
sister he is in love with” (1190). Maan in his state of inebriation and 
despair fails to understand the irony in Saeeda Bai’s comment and 
attacks her, strangulating her to near death. When Firoz appears on the 
scene hearing the skirmishes, Maan in his blind fury stabs him. Firoz 
battles for his life for a long time in the hospital bed and in the 
meanwhile fortunes of many persons make somersaults. Mahesh 
Kapoor loses his support from the Nawab, fails in an otherwise 
winnable election; and Waris Mohammad Khan gets elected from 
Salimpur-Cum-Baitar constituency. 

Maan spends the rest of his life in prison, until he gets acquitted 
by the humane comradeship of Firoz. Maan’s tragedy claims the life of 
his mother and this deepens the tragedy Maan faced. As Prof. A. C. 
Bradley explains in the case of Shakespearean tragic heroes, Maan also 
falls from the lofty position of glory, into the fathomless pit of 
ignominy. Maan’s fate is the result of his blind passion. The only 
character who understands the worthlessness of passion is Lata; and 
she renounces it for the practical fulfillment of life. Maan’s passion- 
ridden eyes fail to understand this important fact in life and he pays 
great cost for it. Seth’s character formation is perfect in the case of 
Maan; which readily reveals to the reader what the author rightfully 
intends to say. 


72 



Realism as Narrative Strategy: A Study ofVikram Seth’s Novels 


Seth’s difference in treating the tragedies of Maan and Rasheed is 
visible. Maan’s tragedy is viewed with more sympathy than with 
Rasheed, and Maan’s shortcomings are pardoned off, but Rasheed pays 
with his life for whatever causes he stood for. As Ian Almond rightfully 
observes “It was jealousy and alcohol that drove Maan to madness 
where as Rasheed’s own mental imbalance stems from Islam, for its 
conviction of this dunya as a place of vice and evil, from Rasheed’s own 
inability to see how suffering and joy are equal and how the unchanging 
reality of the world goes on regardless of what we do” (96). 

Ian Almond argues thatA Suitable Boy places its thrust so much 
on the socio-economic imbalance it occasionally chooses to depict, but 
rather on the mental imbalance of those who would try to redress such 
inequalities. Mahesh Kapoor’s socialist rival is presented as a poor 
speaker, a fraud and an idiot; in her parliamentary duel with the Home 
Minister the Muslim Leader Begam Abida Khan comes across as a 
hysterical troublemaker, in contrast to the calm, witty replies the 
Minister allays her with. “Indeed, anytime the precious balance of 
things is threatened in A Suitable Boy -be it Jatavs rioting, Muslim 
suitors seeking Hindu girls, quarrelsome MPs demanding to know the 
facts, Muslim party secretaries asking awkward questions, or simply 
solitary individuals becoming frustrated with social injustice-the 
ultimate outcome is invariably coloured with unhappiness, although 
the social equilibrium of class and caste were somehow a synonym for 
felicity” (97). 

Seth has peopled his magnum opus with many other interesting 
characters that shows his brilliant capacity of characterization which 
undoubtedly place him among the masters of Realism. By analyzing the 
major characters in A Suitable Boy, a concerted attempt is made to 
bring this point to the fore. 

Social reality 

One of the major characteristics of the realist texts is its truthful 
representation of the society which the author tries to fictionalize. Thus 
the England of Jane Austen and Gorge Eliot become familiar to the 
reader in its totality. The industrial revolution and the exploitation of 
the common man reveal to the reader through the novel of Charles 
Dickens. In another sense, the society pulsates in its truest form in 
realist texts. It is what Seth also follows in A Suitable Boy. 

In India, the fifties still possess the saddening memories of 
partition and the associated communal riots and before the wounds of 
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partition have healed, a Hindu-Muslim amity is unthinkable. The 
nation is still reeling under the ill effects of communalism. This great 
social reality comes into play when Malati discloses to Lata that Kabir is 
a Muslim. This is a shocking news indeed. Malati warns her, “You 
haven’t a chance. Your family will be dead set against them. Forget 
him. Put it down to experience. And always find out the last name of 
anyone with an ambitious first name’ (V.Seth, Suitable 155). Lata’s 
mother, Savita and Pran are all bewildered on seeing Lata’s perplexed 
condition. They cannot make it out what really bothers Lata. Lata in 
her intense agony, lay face down on her bed and burst into tears-as 
quietly as she could- repeating his name with love and angry reproach’ 
(156). 

The torment of love which Lata suffers now is peculiar to Indian 
society. Individual ambitions are always suffocated by rigid social 
norms. Human feelings are liable to be crushed by heartless customs 
and age old beliefs. Here Lata, a Hindu young girl is in love with a smart 
and gentle young man Kabir. But their love will never blossom into 
fullest spring because of his religion. Lata’s mindset is not different 
from the heroines of sentimental Hindi cinema. She is worried about 
her mother being informed about the affair. Mrs.Mehra will burst her 
sentimental heart into pieces and it will mean nothing but death to her. 
Any amorous adventure on part of Lata will be viewed upon with 
contempt and everybody will be plunged into intense humiliation. This 
fact intensifies her grief. She goes through the last season’s issue of the 
University magazines and reads avidly the cricket reports in which she 
finds praises for Kabir as a good cricket player. She realizes that she is 
really in love with him and each and every word written about Kabir 
enthralls her. 

The excruciating social stigma Lata faces is evident when Lata 
meets Kabir next time. In order to talk or to share a few moments of 
privacy Lata has to be overcautious. ‘We can’t stand here’, ‘Oh No’ etc 
are her usual monologues (160). Her emotions and ambitions are 
chained by the social customs of the time. Kabir has to persuade her a 
lot to convince the legitimacy of his need to have a trip to Barsaat 
Mahal in a boat through the Ganges. The vision of Barsaat Mahal in the 
early morning is an unforgettable one just like watching Taj Mahal on a 
full moon day. Finally Lata yields to have that splendid pleasure with 
Kabir. 

At Prem Nivas, the residence of Mr.Mahesh Kapoor the ‘minister 
Sahib; three women- Mrs.Roopa Mehra, old Mrs. Tandon and Mrs. 
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Mahesh Kapoor meet and discuss various matters. But Mrs.Mahesh 
Kapoor’s shocking revelation about Lata upsets Mrs.Mehra severely. 
The news is about her early morning adventure with Kabir on the 
Ganges. She advises Mrs. Mehra ‘to look after (her) daughter because 
someone saw her walking with a boy on the bank of the Ganga near the 
dhobi-ghat (that) morning (179). 

Mrs. Mehra is alarmed beyond verbal expression. She gulps down 
her tea and retreats as politely as she can. Her grief hasn’t any bounds. 
She says that Lata’s affair has become ‘the talk of the town’. Savita’s 
efforts to pacify her go in vain. When she learns that Kabir is a Muslim 
Mrs. Mehra ‘clutched at her heart, opened her mouth. Looked 
unseeingly around the room and sat down’ (182). 

Mrs.Mehra’s outburst is a realistic representation of the age old 
mistrust and hatred that the average Hindu upper class people keep 
against Muslims. Hindus and Muslims-they hate each other and love 
each other- that is one of the many paradoxes of history. Mrs.Roopa 
Mehra is strongly prejudiced against Kabir, because he is a Muslim. She 
bursts out to Lata, “he’ll marry you and next year he’ll say, ‘Talaq, talaq 
talaq’, and you’ll be out on the streets” (182). 

In utter despair Lata retorts, “I wish I had become a nun” (182). 
She remembers her Daddy’s words who used to tell them to follow 
one’s own hearts. 

Certain critics have the opinion that Muslims are placed in an 
unhappy way in A Suitable Boy. Ian Almond makes it clear that, their 
world is darker and gloomy as if they are permanently put into the 
darker area of the world. He writes: 

Regardless of whether they are introvert mathematicians and 
their mad wives, gloomy Nawabs, victims of unrequited love, 
mentally unbalanced teachers of Urdu, dreamy and vulnerable 
singers, Muslims and their faith seem to acquire a subtle sense 
of the tragic, seem to be implicitly involved in the darker 
world of gloom, disappointment, suicide and madness which 
underpins Seth’s essentially happy novel; as if Islam itself were 
the dark subtext, brooding threateningly ever the happy 
bustling of the Mehras, Kapoors, and Chtterjis (90). 

Seth endorses some kind of inhumanity upon the Muslims in A 
SuitableBoy ; argues Ian Almond. Thus inhumanity is rather an 
indifference to human beings than cruelty or monstrosity. For example; 
Saeeda Bai’s moment of prayer near the beginning of the novel is 
‘explained’ to nom-Muslim readers in a particular way. 
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All over India, all over the world, as the sun or shadow of 
darkness moves from east to west, the call to prayer moves 
with it, and people kneel down in a wave and pray for God. 
Five waves each day-one for each namaaz-ripple across the 
globe from longitude to longitude. The component elements 
change direction, like iron filings near a magnet, towards the 
house of God in Mecca (V.Seth, Suitable 313). 

The analogy is strikingly visual-Muslims-of kneeling believers 
across the planet, moving in accordance with Islam’s magnetic core-and 
yet the image, however casually inserted, does reinforce a disconcerting 
theme in the novel, that of the Indian Muslim as a kind of automaton, 
an entity somehow different from other humans, one that at any 
moment might change direction (like the Home Minister’s unreliable 
Muslim Secretary) and spin back to its true alignment. This difference 
from normal, healthy human beings like Maan and Lata is suggested by 
the dysfunctional behaviour, if not downright misanthropy of many 
Muslims in the novel (Almond 91). 

Ian argues that nowhere in Seth’s novel is an alternative vision of 
Islam- a word whose Arabic root means “peace” as well as “Submission”- 
ever proposed. Instead Islam is a dangerous stimulant, a provocateur of 
aggression, a faith which tries to grasp and control, Hindus are depicted 
as a belief system which urges people to let go, to open up, not to upset 
things with an individual attachment to iron principles and tenets, but 
to adapt to a bigger order of things, to understand a certain harmony 
(98) ' 

Murari Prasad (“A Response to Ian Almond”) refutes Almond’s 
arguments of absence of Muslim secularist ideals in A Suitable Boy. In 
Prasad’s views, Seth is realistic in showing the limits to secular 
disposition in the Indian Muslim community of the fifties because such 
a sensibility was in short supply, and it probably is weak even now; 
however, he does depict secular longings and liberal outlook at least in 
a handful of characters-and Rasheed stands out among them. In his 
Islamic take on secularism Seth questions the visibly monochrome, 
rational outlook. There is a palpable prejudice against change in the 
larger part of the community, buttressing the misperception of Islam as 
a hostile monolith and adversary of the heritage of enlightenment and 
reformation. Rasheed bestirs himself, envisages legitimate dimensions 
of human progress and despises narrow religiosity, and so he flies in the 
face of conventional Islamic mores and is tossed away by the regnant 
orthodoxy (110). 
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Seth’s text gives enough examples to denounce belligerent and 
intolerant Islamic outpourings. He warns us that if the ancient 
insanities between Hindus and Muslims are not contained the 
relationship will turnout into battle lines. “Rama, Muhammad and 
Gandhi may all have been apostles of peace-but in combination there 
could be nothing more explosive”(V.Seth ,Suitable 977-78). Seth’s 
political position is most evident in his eloquent denunciation of 
religious intolerance. Murari Prasad writes: 

In line with the whole grid of predispositions that have gone 
into the making of his secular imagination, Seth gives plenty 
of space to the fears and feelings of insecurity among 
Muslims, to their concern for and the alleged neglect of the 
Urdu language, to wit, the preservation of the Islamic culture. 
His indictments of the grotesque and strident display of 
religious frenzy by Hindus and Muslims building up to a state 
of spontaneous combustion are interwoven with compelling 
realism, making A Suitable Boy a tour de force of unmagical 
miemticism (113-14). 

But Seth’s mimeticism doesn’t fall into generalizations and 
standardizations. Seth’s truthful creation of India is different from the 
truthfulness of the 19 th century Victorians, whose perceptions are 
regional where as Seth’s is panoramic. 

Othering of Muslims in the novel is conspicuously mentioned at 
many places. Mrs. Mehra vetoes Mahesh Kapoor’s suggestion of 
inviting a gazal singer (Saeeda Bai) when Pran and Savita get married 
only because of the fact that the singer is a Muslim. Mrs.Tandon has 
serious aversion towards Muslims. When Lata is going to marry Haresh 
at the last part of the novel, Arun arranges the welcome of the groom’s 
party and Haresh’s mother’s aversion about Muslim cooks is well cared 
of. Lata’s rejection of Kabir is yet another instance of sideling Muslim 
community by the Hindu majority. Seth’s realism mimetically 
represents this social reality in a convincing and truthful way. After 
rejected by Lata, Kabir wanders along Brahmpur inconsolably. ‘After a 
short while he came to a factory, the walls of which came down to 
Ganga and prevented him from going further. But he was too tired 
anyway. He pressed his head against the wall’ (V.Seth ,Suitable 1348). 

Muslims are let out in the happy ending of the novel which limits 
Seth’s narrative centered on a secularist perception. Kabir is distraught, 
his mother completely loses her sanity, Saeeda Bai breaks down owing 
to Maan’s cruel act on Firoz, Rasheed commits suicide, Tasneem is also 
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plunged in sadness, Nawab though relieved on regaining his son’s life 
detaches himself from the power mongering Warris. The over- 
impulsive, passion ridden Muslim characters are brought into contrast 
with sober minded, pragmatic Hindu characters. Thus The myth of 
postcolonial secular citizenship is lacerated’ (Srivastava 69). 

Seth realistically narrates the woes of the leather workers, who 
still bear the stigma of untouchability. Haresh has been sent to 
Brahmpur by Cawnpore Leather & Foot wear Company (CLFC) to 
purchase some materials for his employers. But the leather workers are 
on strike. Haresh wants to study the particular system of ‘chit’ 
prevalent there. The state of exploitation in the leather trade has got a 
special narrative treatment by Seth. The wholesalers are cheating the 
shoe makers by devaluing their products. Since they are perennially 
short of cash, the traders pay the shoemakers partly with post-dated 
chits. The shoemakers can only get cash to buy raw materials by 
discounting these chits elsewhere. They had felt for years that the 
traders had been squeezing a kind of unwarranted credit out of them 
(V.Seth, Suitable 195). The local politicians like L N Agarwal - the home 
minister- has a sympathetic attitude for the traders. Kedarnath agrees 
to the demand of Haresh to visit Misry Mandi late in the afternoon to 
have a firsthand experience of leather industry to Haresh. Kedarnath is 
impressed by the young man’s technical competitiveness in matters of 
shoe manufacturing, if Kedarnath becomes an agent for CLFC both the 
parties will be benefitted, thinks Haresh. 

Casteism is rampant in India and Seth gives adequate 
representation of this fact in his magnum opus. Haresh is in love with 
Simran, the Sikh girl, ‘but the Sikh family couldn’t bear the thought of 
their beloved daughter married to a Lala’ (Lala- a word of contempt for 
Hindus used by Sikhs) (209). 

The disillusion and discontentment the young people of India are 
suffering get a rightful share in the narrative body of Seth’s novel. Seth 
realistically and truthfully recreates the society of the fifties, where the 
young Indians have lost faith in the extreme unworkable ideology of 
Pandit Nehru. The discussion though in a drunken bout between the 
young men i.e Pran and Sunil-colleagues of Brahmpur University-and 
Haresh, the fellow Stephanian shows the disillusion the young minds of 
the country are possessed with. The sheen of Nehru as an iconoclastic 
freedom fighter has slowly ebbed away and now the people want to get 
the things done in matters of improvement of their lives. But the 
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idealist Nehru has not risen to the expectations of the people and his 
idealism stands in his way of materializing his dreams. Sunil says: 

So what does Nehru do...He sends a message to some society 
that he’s been asked to address and he says, “We often feel a 
sense of darkness”. Darkness-who comes about his darkness 
or what’s going on inside his head? He may have a handsome 
head and that red rose may look pretty in his button hole, but 
what we need is someone with a stout heart, not a sensitive 
one. It’s his duty as prime minister to give a lead to the 
country and he’s just not the strength of character to do it 
(217). 

Even the communal balance between Hindus and Muslims is not 
restored. Nehru is from Kashmir, the land of roses and he lacks the 
steely resolve of his home minister Sardar Patel, who is from Bombay, 
the land of textile mills. 

Indian psyche is traditionally patriarchal and this is a fact 
whether urban or rural, educated or illiterate, etc. So when Savita gives 
birth to a girl child, even Pran, the University teacher becomes a little 
unease. Mrs.Mehra consoles him. ‘Don’t worry that it’s a girl’. ‘I’m not 
worried at all’; said Pran. ‘I’m just surprised. Everybody kept talking 
about a boy. So after I believed it’ (874). 

Female infanticide is a rising social issue in India. This bare truth 
is given adequate attention by Seth through the reaction of his 
characters on the birth of a girl child to Pran. Mrs.Mahesh Kapoor 
opines; ‘Rupa couldn’t be pleased’ (874). Mrs.Roopa Mehra already has 
a granddaughter-Arun’s daughter Aparna. So Mrs.Mehra can’t 
withstand a second one, reasons Mrs.Mahesh Kapoor. 

Indians have a special attitude to marriage, which is a unique 
feature of Indian culture. Seth brilliantly portrays its uniqueness 
through his elder characters. They are always conservative in matters of 
matrimony. The affection and regard shown by Pran and Savita make 
Lata think about marriage in a different way. She starts looking at 
marriage ‘with more than a disinterested eye’. She amazes at her 
decision to elope with Kabir. Lata is a tradition bound girl. She is 
nurtured and shaped by the traditional Indian values on marriages and 
family. To such a mind, an alliance is not a compromise or renunciation 
of passions of any kind. It is the proper assimilation of the age old 
wisdom of the elders, adherence to their benevolence and one’s firm 
assertion for the healthy sustenance of one’s lineages. She can’t think 
otherwise, for she is carrying the burden of ancestry on her shoulders, 
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which is not easy to shrug off within a single dawn. So ‘the epic 
renunciation of passion’ is the discovery of the unripe western mind, 
which has not assimilated the cultural specificities of the Indian society. 

The birth of Savita’s child is really an occasion of celebration to all 
Kapoors and Mehras; because ‘the baby has been born not to a couple 
but to a clan’ (878). 

Even the incident like naming a child is shrouded in superstition 
in India. When Savita suggests the name Maya for the child, 
Mrs.Mehra and Mrs.Kapoor vehemently oppose it as it being the name 
of their living aunt. This opposition is irrespective of the fact that the 
name is liked by everybody else except the two superstitious 
grandmothers. According to Mrs.Mahesh Kapoor, “this has reason to it. 
How can you scold the child without invoking your aunt? That is very 
bad. Even if you call her by some other name, it will still be Maya you 
are scolding in your heart” (891). Finally the child is named Uma after 
the name of the God Siva’s life partner. 

Seth brings out the upper class lasciviousness and waywardness 
through Meenakshi. She is keeping a lustful relationship with Billi Irani. 
She meets him when Arun is away in his office. Usually they engage in 
lengthy telephonic conversations which are fully loaded with lust. It is 
another picture of the anglicized Calcuttan upper-class society. They 
deliberately forego the established moral concepts of the land. Mrs. 
Mehra often fumes at Meenakshi’s ways. Sometimes while going to 
parties, Meenakshi wears sleeveless blouse and her midriff is fully 
exposed in her Shiffon saree. ‘You can’t wear that’, Mrs.Mehra says 
almost gaspingly (430). Mrs. Mehra’s traditional views always confronts 
with Meenakshi’s western ways. She and Lata go for Tango, a ball like 
dance programme at the dismay of Mrs. Mehra. Mrs. Mehra can’t 
believe that Meenakshi will engage in a banded dance. Seth humorously 
narrates the clash of interests among different generations. The old 
generation represented by Mrs.Mehra is always at loggerheads with the 
upcoming, sophisticated, socially mobile, and liberal generation 
moulded on European social norms represented by Meenakshi. 

Lata accompanies Meenakshi and Arun at the Finlay’s club. Seth 
brilliantly exposes the club culture that engulfs the upper-class society. 
Billy Irani with Shireen is also there. Meenakshy shamelessly declares 
that she “nurtures a secret lust for (him)” (433). An embarrassed Arun 
tells Lata not to take Meenakshi’s words seriously. Lata, though 
embarrassed, pretends not to be so. 
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Meenakshi then instructs the band leader for a tango. She then 
approaches a young man and entices him on to the floors. They dance 
beautifully. On their return back home after the party, Shireen sat on 
the front seat with Arun in the car and Billy was squeezed with the 
other two women in the back. Billy patted Lata’s hand affectionately 
and to her dismay she noticed that his other hand was busy with 
Meenakshi’s. A street boy was nearly hit by Arun’s car. An infuriated 
Arun shouts at the street-dwellers in the wee hours. ‘Bloody idiots - 
can’t control their children - at three in the bloody morning-'(435) 

Meenakshi discloses to Billy that she is carrying. He confesses 
that they were careful except for once. Meenakshi says she is careful 
with everyone and to Bily’s relief she clarifies that with him and Arun. 
She has yet to decide what to do with the baby. She fixes another 
meeting with him soon and advises him to have raw eggs- which is 
believed to have an aphrodisiac effect-before coming to her. This 
flirtatiousness of Meenakshi is another picture of the upper-class 
waywardness and hypocrisy (935). 

British rule has fostered some anglophiles in India. Modern 
education has inculcated in them certain values they think European 
and this has bred a certain contempt for our traditional culture and 
lifestyles. Babus like Arun Mehra are typical representative of this 
anglicized class. They are leading an above middle class life and 
meticulously ape their western counterparts in their body and soul. 
The household of Arun Mehra is a prototype of a Western one and his 
breakfast table ably reflects it by arraying bread and butter, scrambled 
eggs etc for his breakfast. He is so irritant when the indifferent Varun 
breaks one or two table manners and sternly rebukes him; ‘There is a 
purpose to table manners, you know’...’not everyone enjoys seeing the 
butter encrusted with crumbs from your toast’(32o). Arun doesn’t 
forget to remind Meenakshi the impending visit of his European 
department head at Bentsen & Pryce Mr. Basil Cox in the evening. 
Everybody is relieved when Arun quits for office. 

Arun’s house is getting ready to receive Basil Cox for the evening 
party. Meenakshi and Lata go out for purchase. Lata is astonished to 
see her sister-in-law’s extravagance. Meenakshi is too keen to buy ‘her 
white flour, her jam and Chivers Marmalade and Lyle’s Golden syrup’ 
etc. She is whimsical about certain things also (“Oh, Arun is bound to 
like that, yes I’ll take two”) (372). 

Meenakshi is very particular about the dinner they are going to 
prepare for the European guest. Her own cooks are not equipped for 
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the task and as Lata advises, she seeks the help of her mother Mrs. 
Chatterji who is kind enough to part with their cook, an expert in 
European cutleries. Meenakshi’s cook Hanif is disgruntled the way the 
invitee cook bosses him and it is Mrs. Mehra who pacifies both the 
warring parties. 

Seth’s fine humour is at display in the scuffle between Arun and 
his brother Varun in the matter of ‘fine dresses’. Basil Cox is about to 
reach Arun’s house for dinner. Arun is particular about the 
Europeanness of his household. Varun is indifferent and rebellious and 
he is in his tattered Kurta-Pyjama as if he has slept in it. Arun bursts 
out, “He should learn how to behave in a civilized household. This isn’t 
some dhoti-wallah’s establishment. ‘Proper clothes indeed’ (379). 
Varun is not in a conciliatory mood. He replies, “What is embarrassing 
about Indian clothes? ‘Can’t I wear what I want to? Ma and Lata and 
Meenakshi Bhabi wear saris, not dresses. Or do I have to keep imitating 
the whites even in my own house? I don’t think it’s a good idea’” (379). 

Arun is at the end of his wits and he orders Varun to quit the 
house that evening so that he could be saved from the embarrassment 
in presenting such a brother before his European Boss. 

But Varun retaliated nicely by appearing drunk and disheveled 
while everybody is busy treating the Cox family. The strong smell of 
Shamshu fascinated Mrs.Cox. She says, “I haven’t had so much fun 
since I was at RADA. And you can bring a bottle of Shamshu.” Varun’s 
is an Indian’s retaliation against the pomposity of the Englishmen and 
the Indian Baboos who ape them shamefully. Arun apologizes 
repeatedly and tries even to picture Varun lunatic. ‘My father’s early 
death and so on. Every family has one. Has his quirks, insists on 
wearing those ridiculous clothes’- mumbles he (382). Arun’s middle 
class snobbishness gets thwarted at the hands of his brother and 
Mrs.Cox is intelligent enough to understand the real situation. 

Chatterjis are also hosting a big party. It is a family which 
consists of curious personalities. Mr. Justice Chatterji is not an orderly 
man, “but had produced five children in strict alternation of sex Viz. 
Amit, Meenakshi, Dipankar, Kalcoli and Tapan. None of them worked, 
but each had an occupation. Amit writes poetry, Meenakshi plays 
canasta, Dipankar seeks the meaning of life, Kalcoli keeps the telephone 
busy and Tapan, who is only twelve or thirteen and by far the youngest, 
goes to the prestigious boarding school-Jheel” (383-84). 

Chatterjis have Cuddles as their pet dog and Pillow as their pet 
cat. Though Cuddles belongs to Dipankar it has become the common 
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property or rather a symbol of the upper class pomposity. It is a dog 
with a very good track record. ‘It has bitten Biswas Babu, the clerk of 
Mr.Chatterji, several school children (friends who had come to play), a 
number of lawyers (who had visited Mr.Justice Chatterji’s chambers for 
conferences during his years as a barrister), a middle-level executive, a 
doctor on a house call and the standard mixture of postmen and 
electricians’(387). 

A lapdog is an image of prestige for every elite irrespective of 
clime and country. In one of his famous short stories entitled The 
Chameleon, Anton Chekhov writes about a lapdog of an aristocrat, in 
the nineteenth century Russia, who has bitten a poor man. The poor 
man complains to the police against the dog and demands 
compensation from its owner. Instead, he gets foul abuse and dirty 
looks from the police. In the tradition of Chekhov, Seth allows Cuddles 
to bite people who come to the mansion of Mr.Chatterji. As stated 
above, Cuddles is an image for the Chatterjis and the Chatterjis, 
individually, have bitten more people like Cuddles unlike the dog of 
Chekhov’s story. The image extends beyond this bite to a 
generalization- a lapdog is also an image of servility. Now, this 
generalization about servility is linked with a disease called psychosis. 
This psychosis has assumed the form of an epidemic, called 
phorenophilia, in Seth’s A Suitable Boy. Shyam S.Agarwalla has quoted 
what K.N Panikkar has aptly commented upon it. 

They (the aristocrat middle class) conversed in the morning 
like English gentlemen about possible changes in weather, in 
a country where weather hardly experienced any fluctuation 
for months together, wore double breasted suit and tie in hot 
and sultry Indian summers and learnt to waltz and trot in 
dancing halls. Their social prestige was measured in terms of 
the number of invitations to the Governor’s banquets and to 
the tea parties and dinners hosted by lesser English officials. 
More importantly, their intellectual perspectives were 
directed at the metropolis. Admission to prestigious schools 
in England was highly sought after and a degree from either 
Oxford or Cambridge became the ultimate in intellectual 
attainment. Regardless of their intellectual ability, they 
returned to India to occupy positions of power and prestige 
( 57 - 58 ). 

Chatterji’s party is, as if it is a sea of languages. The polyglot in 
Seth realistically constructs such a heterogeneous society. Here Lata 
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feels the magnificence and wonder of floating in a sea of languages 
where there is also the cacophony of different tounges. ‘She was quite 
amazed by the glitter and glory of it all. Sometimes a half 
comprehensible English wave would rise, sometimes an 
incomprehensible Bengali one. Like magpies cackling over baubles - or 
discovering occasional gems and imagining them to be baubles- the 
excited guests chattered on’ (V.Seth, Suitable 399). 

Cuddles and the telephone are the two symbols Seth deliberately 
incorporates to show the upper-class snobbishness. Telephones are 
scarce in Calcutta, fewer than ten thousand, but the younger Chatterji- 
Kalcoli- is spending too much of her time on the telephone and ‘her 
father sometimes found it impossible to get through to his house from 
the High Court or the Calcutta club’ (405). Kakoli’s behaviour is a 
pointer to the coming generation’s shameful addiction to such gadgets 
of consumerist society. Social networks and internet claim the place of 
the telephone in the lives of the present day Kakolies. 

It is amusing to see how evasive the Chatterji’s sons are to 
shoulder any kind of responsibility. Justice Chatterji is becoming old 
and overburdened with his judicial as well as familial responsibilities. In 
patrilineal system it is the duty of the eldest son to relieve one’s father’s 
earthly responsibilities at appropriate time and it is what Mr. Chatterji 
expects from Amit. But Amit is preoccupied with his literary pursuits 
and has not considered seriously about shouldering any responsibilities. 
He says; “if it was a question of my own share of the property, I would 
just sell it all, put the money in a bank, and live off the interest - or, if 
that wasn’t enough, I‘d let it run down while I kept working at my 
novels and my poems” (409). Next candidate is Dipankar, who has 
studied Economics for many years; but now seeking the meaning of life 
through his mystical spiritual way. Running the household is too 
earthly for him. In his opinion, ‘economics is the worst possible 
qualification for running anything. It’s the most useless impractical 
subject in the world.’(419). None of Chatterji siblings are aware of the 
simmering social problems that engulf the society around them. Amit 
or Dipanar hasn’t any political ideology nor are they concerned with the 
social upheavals that may bring about the proposed Zamindari 
Abolition Bill. Dipankar, as Agarwalla puts it, is “probing the root of 
nothingness in a house which has everything” (60). 

Seth does not let go even a single incident of the upper class life 
unrepresented in his magnum opus. As a writer, who had spent his 
boyhood in boarding schools, he has a firsthand experience of what 
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happens in the sanctum sanctorum of those so-called prestigious 
institutions. Tapan Chatterji becomes a victim of the sadism and sexual 
perversity of his seniors at Jheel Public School. Tapan turns morose and 
self evasive on many occasions and it is Dipankar who entrusts him 
with confidence to reveal what torments his heart. Tapan hesitatingly 
reveals that the seniormost prefect in his house at Jheel is sexually 
obsessed with him and makes him somersault up and down along the 
long verandah as an alternative to somersaulting nakedly in his study 
four times. Complaining to his house master is in vain owing to the 
power the sadist boy wields. The Head Master is a ‘disturb-me-not’ 
type and poor Tapan is undergoing physical as well as mental torments 
at his school and his reports become progressively poor. The ruffians 
smash the head of civet cats on the roofs and makes Tapan open the 
trunks in which the carcass lies, enjoying his terror of such things. 
Dipankar assures him that with the help of Amit Da, their father will be 
impressed with reasons for a change of school to Tapan. He gets relief 
and goes for a walk with Cuddles in the garden. 

Even after India became independent, a few Europeans remained 
in its soil in various capacities. Seth humorously portrays them with 
their typical European bend of mind. They still consider Indians as less 
cultured and aggressive. India is still an enigma to them even after 
three centuries of close contacts with it. This fact comes out through 
the European guests who gather at the Chatterji’s party. Basil Cox and 
Jock Makay are exchanging their views and experiences on India. ‘But it 
is a charming country on the whole...by the end of the Raj they were so 
busy slitting each other’s throats and they left ours unslit. 
Lucky”(V.Seth, Suitable402). 

When Basil Cox referred to Jock Mackay about Varun Mehra’s 
strange behaviour and appearance in the evening dinner party hosted 
by Arun, he exemplified it by citing the case of an ICS officer, who after 
retirement turned into an ascetic and had wandered into oblivion. So 
Indians are strange in their behaviour and Mackay has in his stock, the 
following attributes he has to add to Indians “face-flattering, back¬ 
biting, name dropping, all knowing, self praising, law-mongering, 
power worshipping, road hogging, spittle-hawking . There were a few 
more items to my litany once, but I’ve forgotten them” (403). 

Many types of social discriminations are prevalent in India. 
Discriminations based on sex and caste are prominent among them. 
Seth gives a true picture of them in the narrative body of ASuitable Boy. 
Lata is worried about the discrimination shown to women by the 
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authorities in matters of public appointments. She is equally worried 
about the gender discrimination UPSC shows against women 
candidates in civil service examination. She reads out to Varun. “Listen 
to this, for the Indian administrative service and the Indian police 
service the Government of India may not select a woman candidate 
who is married and might require a woman to resign from the service in 
the event of her marrying subsequently”(458). 

Seth reflects the Indian matrimonial reality through the love story 
of Haresh and Simran. Both of them love each other intensely but they 
are under the clutches of religion and caste. Haresh being a ‘Lala’- a 
word of contempt the Sikhs use for Hindus- hasn’t any chance of 
winning the consent of Simran’s parents. Simran’s sister is 
compassionate with Haresh and she knows how painful for them to 
part with each other. Haresh discloses to her that he has decided to live 
with another girl since he has lost hope of a life with Simran and 
narrates the incidents that led to acquaint with Lata. 

Seth depicts another social truth about India thorough the 
renunciation of Lata’s infatuation with Kabir. Indian women are not 
independent enough to choose their life partner. They are under the 
clutches of many impediments like caste, family values, social customs 
and parental hegemony. Malati becomes dumbfounded on hearing 
Lata’s decision to marry Haresh. She asks why she denounced Kabir. 
She feels it is because of the letter she had written to Lata about Kabir’s 
flirting with other girls when she was in Calcutta. Lata denies it and 
says that now she is completely away from passion and she hates it. “I 
don’t want to. If that’s what passion means, I don’t want it. Look at 
what passion has done to the family. Maan’s broken, his mother’s dead, 
his father’s in despair. When I thought that Kabir was seeing someone 
else, what I remember feeling was enough to make me hate passion. 
Passionately and forever” (1296). 

Malati then asks why Amit was let out. She says that Amit is too 
sensitive and 'sensitive people are usually very insensitive’ (1296). Lata 
cannot explain why she feels completely dispassionate about Kabir. 
Nor she is sure that she loves Haresh. She says to Malati, “When I’m 
with Kabir, or even away from him but thinking about him, I become 
utterly useless for anything. I feel I’m out of control- like a boat heading 
for the rocks-and I don’t want to become a wreck”(i298). This fear of 
her to break herself against the hard rock of the social custom prompts 
her to anchor to the safest shore, i.e.Haresh. ‘Haresh’s feet touch the 
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ground, and he has dust and sweat and a shadow. The other two are a 
bit too God-like and ethereal to be any good for’ her (1299). 

Lata’s decision to denounce Kabir shows Seth’s very Indianness in 
matters related to individuality. A kind of asceticism grabs Lata with an 
intension of bringing bliss to the renounced soul. In western literature 
also there are ample examples of destruction of the order and harmony 
through passion but none of the authors claim that such destruction of 
passion brings meaning and happiness to the individual soul. Therefore 
Seth embarks on a purely eastern version of morality through Lata; 
which testifies the Indianness of the text and the author. 

Seth describes the age old profession of the courtesans with 
vivacity. Seth narrates the art of courtesans in realistic and truthful way. 
Saeeda Bai is a master of the trade. See how Seth narrates her skill- 

And after they (Maan and Saeeda) made love, she became 
more than everything for him. Like that other source of 
domestic strife, Saeeda Bai too made hungry where most she 
satisfied. Part of this was simply the delicious skill with which 
she made love. But even more than that it was her nakhra, 
the art of pretended hurt or disaffection that she had learned 
from her mother and other courtesans in the early days in 
Turbuz Ka Bazaar. Saeeda Bai practised this with such curious 
restrainthat it became infinitely more believable. One tear, 
one remark that implied-only perhaps implied-that something 
he had said or done had caused her injury- and Maan’s heart 
would go out to her (302). 

Commodification of women is a major social issue in India. 
Women are treated subservient and they have no voice even in their 
household. They are suppressed and alienated and confined to their 
private sphere. Seth’s depiction of Saeeda Bai is a reminder of this social 
fact. 

Seth realistically portrays the exploitation in the society towards 
the underprivileged through the subaltern figureKachheru. He is the 
individual as well as the type. He belongs to the chamar caste engaged 
in tanning and preparing the hides for sale. Most of them are 
agriculturist and work for Rasheed’s family. Kachheru has been working 
for them since he was ten. His behaviour is that of a typical servile. He 
treats Maan and Rasheed with extreme, even fearful difference. It is 
only when they agree to have a cup of tea in his hut that he seemsto be 
a little more at ease. 
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Behind Kachheru there is a saga of injustice. He is a 
representative of a class, who are destined to live under abject poverty 
and exploitation. When Kachheru’s nephew falls ill, he approaches 
Rasheed’s father for money to treat him. The heartless man doesn’t lend 
him money, though he works in his field day and night without enough 
wages. His nephew dies out of illness. Doctors are no use, except to eat 
money. They always shut their eyes towards hapless people like 
Kachheru. Though Rasheed’s father declines help in need; he helped 
Kachheru for the funeral of his nephew. Rasheed becomes too upset. 
His own abject helplessness stifles him. 

He says to Maan, ‘we are tied to earth by such fine threads. And 
there is so much injustice- so much- it drives me mad. And if you think 
this village is bad, it’s because you don’t know Sagal’ (525). Maan sees 
leprous old people abandoned by their children, starving and in utter 
filthiness. Their children work for Rasheed, but he can’t make any 
amends to their behaviour. ‘It is a question for my esteemed father and 
grandfather, not for me’; says the helpless Rasheed(525). 

Seth brings out the arduous and pathetic life of the under 
privileged through the life of Kachheru. Their home, food and security 
are all hanging in balance and are under the mercy of their land lords. 
Their misery is aggravated by the ferocity of nature also. Thunder 
storms often visit the village when the heat is most unbearable. The 
thatched house of Kachheru is leaking. He blames his wife for it. The 
condition of other villagers is even worse. What the beggar couple may 
do in their low lying hut! Wonders Kachheru. The rain reminds 
Kachheru his duty in the early morning. Though it is uncalled for, 
Kachheru has to plough his master’s land making use of the unexpected 
moisture. He puts on his dirty dhoti and makes his way through the 
slush of the village lanes to Rasheed’s father’s home. The neem trees are 
still sprinkling droplets of water. The sweeper woman is moving silently 
from house to house. He hopes that Baba, the stickler for the pre-dawn 
prayer, at least be awake. He takes out the plough kept in the store of 
the house and prepares his white bulls for the day’s duty. He has to go 
from field to field, and plough from morning till evening in order to 
take full advantage of the temporary moisture. It is an exhausting 
labour, and it is not paid for. 

In return for Kachheru’s services, the landloard takes care of his 
family. This means that he will be given a certain amount of grain at 
harvest time: not enough, however, to provide for even a basic diet for 
himself and his wife. He is allowed a small plot of land to farm on his 
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own, whenever his time is not required by his master. His master also 
leases him the use of his plough and bullocks if he feels he could spare 
them, as well as spades, hoes, and other tools, none of which Kachheru 
possessed or felt worthwhile indebting himself to buy in order to till his 
small plot. 

When his only son Tiru wanted to get out of Debaria to Calcutta 
in search of job and a better life, Kachheru supports him silently 
ignoring his wife’s protests. He wishes his son should be relieved of the 
‘caste-ridden, poverty-stricken, unrelievedly back breaking, hopeless 
life’ (531). The boy supports him with money; even pays dowry for his 
sister’s wedding and writes affectionate letters which Kachheru gets 
read by the help of the baniya or the postman. But for the last year it 
gets stopped receiving letters from Calcutta and the post cards 
Kachheru sends returns undelivered. It is as if their son half ceased to 
exist. Finally Kachheru decides to seek financial help from his master, 
(though it will be a lifelong indebtedness to him) to go to Calcutta in 
search of the boy. Kachheru hasn’t seen any place beyond his village 
and so is his wife. 

Another subaltern figure is the peon of Arun Mehra, who 
patiently waits for his ‘brown sahib’ in the pouring monsoon rain. The 
peon is attributed no speech, and his presence is hardly acknowledged 
by his boss. “Arun’s peon who had been standing in the porch of the 
building, started when he saw his master’s little blue car. It has been so 
hard that he had not seen it until it had almost stopped. Agitated, he 
opened the umbrella and rushed out to protect the sahib. He was a 
second or two late. Arun shouts at him ‘Bloody idiot’. The peon, though 
several inches shorter than Arun Mehra, contrived to hold the umbrella 
over the sacred head as Arun sauntered into the building”(42o). 

Seth has touched upon another social reality of the 50s. The 
political class still holds the morals and values of the freedom struggle 
and is still under the influence of Gandhian teachings. So they can 
isolate easily the matters of state and persons with a detached mind, a 
very essential quality the ruling class should posses and the very one 
independent India has lost in its forward march to prosperity. The 
Gandhian principles are the first lesson the new age politicians have 
forgotten in their avaricious attempt to amass wealth by manipulating 
their power in contemporary India. Here Mahesh Kapoor, first and 
then lately L.N.Agarwal who unheeded to his daughter’s request keep 
themselves away from meddling in the rule of law to save Maan from 
the possible legal consequences he has to face for his unthinking act of 
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crime. They are steadfast to uphold the law irrespective of their 
personal interests. This independence of their stand is visible in 
Veena’s words. ‘My father cares more for his image as a man of 
principle than for his family...Maan will be hanged at eight o’clock, and 
he’ll be signing his files at nine’ (1213). 

Seth also depicts it’s just opposite through Mahesh Kapoor’s 
miserable failure in the election. It’s a result of the falling morality in 
politics. Waris Mohammad Khan makes use of the precarious situation 
arising out of Maan’s attack on the young Nawabzada-Firoz and he 
gives a communal colour to it. In the eve of the election, Waris makes a 
poster campaign that Firoz is dead and this causes a communal divide 
among the electorate in favour of him. The Nawab has heard about 
Waris’ unscrupulous use of the poster against Mahesh Kapoor in the 
election, his refusal for a recount or lodge an election petition against 
Waris. This plunges the Nawab in shame and he is very furious about 
Waris having used ‘the death of his son’ for such a heinous purpose. He 
reminisces his apathy towards Mahesh Kapoor, and his inability to 
attend the Chauta when Mrs. Kapoor died. He feels guilty towards his 
friend, and it aggravates when he thinks that his son is now out of 
danger and that of his friend’s is in jail. The Nawab’s indignation 
becomes worse when he reads Begam Abida Khan’s diatribe against 
Mahesh Kapoor in the Assembly and he warns her that everything has a 
limit. Mahesh Kapoor represents the fading class of politicians who 
uphold the Gandhian values of morality and Waris the just opposite 
emerging class of unscrupulous political thugs. 

Seth gives us a true picture of Indian ways of respect and 
consideration for the dead by narrating the Chautha ceremony after the 
death of Mann’s mother. In the afternoon after three days of the death, 
a ceremony called Chautha is done in the lawn of Prem Nivas. Mahesh 
Kapoor astonishes on seeing people from all walks of life pouring into 
his house. What made the superstitious, quite and obedient wife of his 
to attract love and consideration from so diverse a group of people is 
incomprehensible to Mahesh Kapoor. A pandit narrates certain 
parables to awaken the gathered people about the transience of earthly 
life and futility of mourning over the dead. Some Sikh singers are also 
invited to sing the favourite Bhajans of Mrs. Mahesh Kapoor. Before 
their arrival, Veena sings a Bhajan, which fills not only her eyes but also 
her Baoji’s with tears. 
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Nobody from the Nawab family arrives for the Cahuta. Maan’s 
dastardly act has completely alienated the two families beyond 
reconciliation. 

Seth brings out one of the subtlest social issues of independent 
India, i.e.Hindu-Muslim unity through the reconciliation between the 
Nawabs and Mahesh Kapoor after Maan’s attack on Firoz. Firoz sends a 
letter to Maan to come to Baitar House. On earlier occasions too, he 
tried, but the note doesn’t reach Prem Nivas. Imtiaz doesn’t see any 
good in such a meeting either for Firoz or Maan. He also wants to 
avoid any emotional breakdown to his father as that happened to Mrs. 
Kapoor. 

When Maan enters Baitar House, Murtaza Ali warns him sternly 
because he is instructed not to permit anybody else from Mahesh 
Kapoor’s family. When Maan shows his note sent by Firoz, Murtaza Ali 
courteously leads Maan to Firoz’s room. The two friends meet after a 
long time. Maan weeps, Froz looks so pale. They talked for a few 
minutes, each attempting to avoid what might cause the other pain 
except in such a way as would more probably defuse it’(1302). 

Maan-Firoz love is one of the happiest events in the novel. It 
brings out the ironical relation that exists between the two warring 
communities in India- i.e. Hindus and Muslims-less enigmatic and 
natural. Frioz is ready to forgive his friend for his impulsive action and 
he pretends ignorance about the whole incidents when the case is taken 
up for trail in the court. He deposes before the judge that he had 
stumbled upon the knife Maan was holding and Maan is completely 
innocent of what has happened to him. Based on Firoz’s submission, 
Maan gets acquitted and the two friends once again lead a life of bliss 
and true friendship. This is especially relevant in the post-partition 
India, where the wounds of the communal tension during the unholy 
moments of history still linger in the environment. 

Seth describes a splendid scene of Id celebration where the 
communal amity between Hindus and Muslims is displayed. Maan is in 
Debaria, Rasheed’s village and in the next morning of Id, Maan gets up 
late and Baba requests him to come with him to the Idgah. Baba has 
readied a fat black goat for the day’s sacrifice. The other members of 
the family precede them. The Idgah is arranged in a school building at 
Sagal village. Maan and Baba cross the field to Sagal village. All are in 
new clothes barring a few who cannot afford it, but they have worn 
spotlessly clean and pressed clothes. ‘Even under the black or dark blue 
burlcas won by most of the women Maan could see the hems of their 
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cloured saris or salwars, and attractive anklets and chappals on their 
feet patterned with bright red henna and splashed with inescapable 
mud of the monsoon’(1010). Stalls and improvised markets are there 
and people are loitering through them. “The women and girls 
disappeared into the school building, from where they would watch and 
participate in the proceedings, while the men and boys arranged 
themselves in rows on long rolls of cloth in the compound outside. 
There were more than a thousand men present.” “The Imam began the 
prayers and the people stood up and knelt down as required with the 
awesome unanimity of the Islamic service”(ion). The Imam is at his 
best and serves a splendid sermon. 

After the prayers they return to Rasheed’s father’s house. On the 
way he is intercepted by ‘football’ and he advises Maan that ‘Idgah is 
not a place for us’. Maan dismisses him with displeasure and says:“Still 
no one made me feel unwelcome”(1012). Maan represents the socially 
conscious Indian youth who are beyond the clutches of narrow 
communal mindset, and upholds the nation’s democratic and secular 
spirit in its right sense. Rasheed’s grandfather, though, a member of the 
old generation, is religiously innocent, and sees its human face rather 
than its fanatical side, and he doesn’t feel any embarrassment while 
inviting Maan to participate in a religious celebration exclusively for 
Muslims. 

Truthfulness of the plot and Seth’s serious treatment of the 
quotidian 

One of the major characteristics of the realist texts is its depiction 
of the commonplace and everyday reality in a convincing and truthful 
manner. The great realists of the yesteryears gave adequate 
representation of the common people and the downtrodden in their 
fictional world. Here Seth’s realism differs from theirs in his treatment 
of the common. His proclivity for the commonplace and the quotidian’ 
(Pandurang 108) turns to the upper middle class which was often a 
target of vituperation from the social idealists. Seth takes the 
precaution not to idealize his chosen segment, but makes an honest 
attempt to bring out their follies and foibles in a convincing way. The 
concrete characters he has taken from the world he knows intimately, 
easily walk over to the realm of abstractness by the magic wand of 
fictionalization. 

Seth’s truthful approach to history is visible in narrating the 
political upheavals of the 50s and the characterizations of the historical 
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figures like Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru. Seth’s commitment to Realism 
thus imparts its much needed relation to a pre-conceived reality from 
where the novelist draws the fictional energy to author his realistic 
narration. 

As Pico Iyer has opined, “Seth’s book has at its heart an elegy as 
well as a comedy of manners, about a traditional society on a time of 
change, and a leisurely world of graces giving way to a new, more 
democratic time”(M. Prasad 115). 

The academic in Seth is conscious about the degradation of 
values that has permeated into our institutions of higher learning. The 
post-independent erosion of values has its effect in all spheres of life. 
The universities are supposed to be the breeding ground of rationalism 
and radical thought. But unfortunately they also are reeling under 
power mongering academics like Professor Mishra. Prof.Mishra, a 
huge, pale, oily hulk, political and manipulative to the very depth of his 
being’ (V.Seth, Suitable 49) is highly disliked even by a passive person 
like Pran, who is continuously fighting for the inclusion of James Joyce 
in the syllabus for the undergraduates in Brahmpur university. 
Prof.Mishra is not convinced of the merit of Joyce, though he is an 
internationally acclaimed writer. His declared stand is:“We should 
hesitate before we blindly allow the American dissertation mill to order 
our priorities”(5i). Of this academic skullduggery, Paul Johnson says: 
“It is a myth that Universities are nurseries of reason. They are hot 
houses of every kind of extremism, irrationality, intolerance and 
prejudice, where intellectual and social snobbery is almost purposefully 
instilled” (Agarwalla 21). Like the contemporary politicians, Prof.Mishra 
is power hungry. Pran and Prof.Mishra represent modernity and 
tradition, sincerity and authority and pro-changers and anti-changers 
(21). 

Seth humorously narrates the political manoeuvrings in academic 
appoints in the Universities. Professor Mishra is weighing carefully all 
the political repercussions that may take place after the general 
election. He is annoyed by Pran’s adamancy to cling to his desire to be 
considered for the Reader’s post in the University and his not 
withdrawing his application. Another contender for the post is the 
nephew of the Chief Minister S.S.Sharma. Prof.Mishra concludes that 
Mahesh Kapoor’s political fortune is almost sealed and he tilts his 
support to the Chief Minister’s nephew. He carefully handpicks the 
committee members for the interview from the panel of experts. One is 
Prof.Jaimumar from Madras University and the other is Dr. Ila 
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Chattopadhyay, an easily irritable, un-predictable woman. 
Prof.Mishra’s manipulative efforts do not go down with her and it 
worries him a little (1269). 

In the interview Pran proves his competency and he stands ahead 
of others. There goes a heated argument between Dr. Ila 
Chattopadhyay and others for and against Pran. Prof.Mishra supports 
the Vice-Chancellor- favoured candidate who is also a relation of the 
Chief Minister but Dr.Ila Chattopadhyay vehemently stands for Pran. 
Prof.Jaikumar proposes a compromise and suggests a third candidate 
but Dr. Ila Chattopadhyay asks, why select someone third-rate as a 
compromise when we have a first-rate man at hand’ (1275).The 
academic skullduggery and the shameful manipulation find its 
embodiment in Prof. Mishra. 

Seth humorously adds such academic exercises into the social 
comedy and political realism of his novel. Though we have witnessed 
only three years of independence at the time of the novel, the erosion of 
values has reached the zenith. 

One of the major characteristics of the realist novel is its 
preponderance of middle class life. Indian society of the 50s is 
witnessing the gradual growing up of this particular segment. British 
Raj left in India a class of anglophiles who became executives in the 
earlier positions occupied by the British master. They are a class apart, 
engaged themselves in consumerism and pomposity. The snobbishness 
of this particular class forms a major chunk of A Suitable Boy. They 
share the cultural lineages of the whites and are whites in their souls 
albeit Indians in physic. Arun and Meenakshi are the typical 
representatives of this class. Meenakshi dreams Arun and flirts with 
Billi Irani in her hours of idleness. She cheers up the lethargic Arun by 
talking about drinks and a glance or two of Shireen, the girlfriend of 
Billi. They are attending lavish parties though They were not really able 
to afford’ all these (61). Meenakshi cannot help noticing the lovely little 
gold danglers that Shireen wears. She promises Aparna a necklace but 
Arun can’t afford it at present. To solve all these consumerist needs 
Meenakshi decides to sell the gold medals her mother-in-law has 
presented her. It was the medal Late Mr.Raghubir Mehra won in 1916 
when he stood first in Engineering and Physics at Thomson 
Engineering College, Roorkie. Meenakshi is unmindful of the value of 
sentiments Mrs.Mehra attaches to the medal. She has to cater her 
needs at any cost. This is a realistic representation of avariciousness 
and abject consumerism which has taken hold of the Indian middle 
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class in the later years. So Seth is keen enough to observe it and 
represent it mimetically. 

Seth has given a serious representation of the post-partition 
Indian political scene with justice to the prevailing history of the 
nation. He ably fictionalizes the historical figures and it intermingles 
with his own creation of imagination. Seth substantiates Lukacs’ 
observation of realist literature.There is a sense of history in the 
development of characters in realist literature. A character is modeled 
on a pre-existent’ reality. His/her future course of action is predictable. 
But the character is a slave to his own history and it enslaves the writer 
to adopt a linear type of narration. In the modernist writings, 
characters are independent of a pre-existent’ reality’ and the only 
existing reality is his own self. “He is without a personal history-says 
Lukacs- thrown into the world, meaninglessly, unfathomably. He does 
not develop through contact with the world, he neither forms nor is 
formed by it” (Lukacs, Meaning 21). 

In the political scene of Brahmur, Home Minister L.N.Agarwal 
and his rival Mahesh Kapoor are the major players. They resemble the 
factional feud that existed between Panditji and Purushotham Das 
Tandon immediately after the independent Government took its rein in 
the Indian polity. The political rivals in Brahmpur do not lose any 
chance to embarrass each other for each other’s gain. When a firing 
occurs at Misry Mondy following a communal riot, L.N.Agarwal faces 
severe grilling from his legislature colleague and Mahesh Kapoor 
maintains a calculated silence on the matter. Here Seth adopts the style 
of parliamentary reporters of our main- stream newspapers. The style of 
documentation lowers the fictional standard and it becomes a mere 
document. Reality is not converted into realism. Objectivity of the 
incidents when made subjective through the solution bringing third 
way as envisioned by Lukacs enables the mimetic representation to 
achieve the aesthetic level of fiction and Seth’s elaborate detailing loses 
this fundamental quality of fictionalization. 

Begum Abida Khan of the Democratic Party and wife of the 
younger brother of the Nawab of Baitar is grilling the home minister in 
the firing incident at Misri Mandi. She is also vociferous to the 
impending Zamindari Abolition Bill. Being the member of the 
aristocracy she has to protect the interest of the Zamindars. After 
partition her husband and other relatives moved to Pakistan; but she 
continued in Brahmpur to fight for the cause of the oppressed Muslims. 
Agarwal is fumbling for a convincing answer to a volley of questions on 
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the firing incident; where the opposition claimed at least five deaths, ‘if 
people start riots for religious reasons and attempt to destroy temples 
they must accept the consequences or mosques, of course, for that 
matter’- is the reply L N Agarwal has had in his hand(V.Seth, Suitable 
253). Another member of the Congress Party and parliamentary 
secretary to the Revenue Minister, Abdus Salam questions the 
legitimacy of issuing order to fire without giving prior warning to the 
crowd to disperse. This eventually lands the Home Minister in trouble. 

The minister smells a rat in the political game involving his 
political rival Mahesh Kapoor with tacit support from the chief 
minister. The feud between Lakshmi Narayan Agarwal and Mahesh 
Kapoor- In Hindi Lakshmi means fortune and Mahesh is associated 
with Lord Shiva-is a feud between fortune hunting and detachment, the 
former ever growing in Indian politics and the latter depleting fast. The 
minister has been cornered as pro Hindu and he could not come out of 
the mesh woven meticulously around him. He fights a lone battle. The 
Hindu-Muslim riot has its political fallout. As in the present day, the 
vociferous politicians always try to blow out of proportion any 
communal situation with disastrous consequences. Seth’s agile prose 
successfully recreates the heat and dust a legislature house should 
normally witness in such occasions of controversy. 

L.N. Agarwal is in a retaliatory mood. A part of Baiter House is 
now empty since the family of Begum Abida Khan has left for Pakistan. 
An evacuee property can be forfeited to the state and the Custodian of 
Evacuee Property is the official responsible for it. L.N. Agarwal 
instructs him to take hold of Abida Khan’s residence as evacuee 
property 

The aftermath of partition has caused the inevitable gloom on the 
large Zamindari dwellings. Baitar House is one among them. Many of 
the incumbents were supporters of partition and had left India to 
Pakistan. The remaining members are leading a disgruntled life owing 
to insurmountable property issues. Baiter was a large zamindari estate 
and its inheritance was governed by Muslim personal laws. Begum 
Abida Khan’s husband and Nawab’s younger brother have actually ‘fled’ 
Brahmpur after partition. The women folk who belong to the Zenana 
(The private realm of women) are controlled by the medieval religious 
dogmas. Abida Khan is immodest in the eyes of her in laws and she 
stands for the righteous causes in public life. She moves to a small 
house near the legislature and maintains warm contacts with her niece 
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Zainab at Baitar House. But she has to wear purdah when she enters 
Baitar House. 

The traditional life of Muslim women even after India attained 
independence has remained intact. Even an enlightened public figure 
like Abida Khan’s life is not an exception to this. Religious reformers 
failed to enlighten this particular segment of Indian society and they 
are destined to live their life in darkness forever. But Seth’s eyes are not 
powerful enough to observe the wretched life of the poor Muslims. His 
fictional passion centres on the Zamindars and their life, but the actual 
reality remains elsewhere. Therefore, what Barthes calls the reality 
effect is annoyingly elusive in Seth’s text. What he creates is only 
superficial reality and it is somewhat far away from the real reality. 

Baiter House is largely unoccupied now. Only a few portions are 
used by Nawab, his two sons, zainab and her children. The women folk 
of zenana are largely excluded from the outside world. They are always 
secluded in purdah. They lead a solitary life irrespective of whatever 
things happened outside. “It was as if they were ignorant of the great 
world outside. It was rather that the world was seen more heavily 
filtered through the interests of the family and friends than it would be 
for a sojourner with more direct experience” (272). 

Agarwal’s police are at the door of Baitar House to take over it. 
Nawab is out of the town and Zainab is the only capable person left in 
the house. She handles the situation tactically and writes a letter to the 
inspector requesting him to wait until her father, the Nawab is back 
home and their prayers are over. 

Zainab’s efforts to return their ancestral home are symbolic of the 
existential struggle the aristocracy is engaged with. The Zamindari 
system is to be abolished soon and India is going to witness the 
sweeping changes in the land use system. Zainab with the help of her 
father’s secretary, Murtaza Ali gains half an hour from the D.S.P and 
lights all the unoccupied rooms of the Baitar House that face the road 
so as to create an impression that they are at least occupied. Then she 
sends her two sons Hassan and Abbas with a letter to the Chief Minister 
to seek his help. Murtaza Ali accompanies them. The D.S.P is appraised 
of the situation and asks him to desist from any hasty action till their 
return from the Chief Minister. 

Sharmaji, the Chief Minister orders L.N. Agarwal in no uncertain 
terms to stop the ‘Baitar House business’ and consoles Murtaza Ali that 
things will be all right soon and asks him to return home. 
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The bitterness against Nehru’s ideological stance in matters of 
governance is visible in Agarwal’s words. The social realism of poverty 
and subjugation has given adequate representation through him: 

Look at our situation today. We beg America for food, we 
have to buy whatever we can get from China and Russia, 
there’s virtual famine in our neighboring state. Last year 
landless labourers were selling themselves for five rupees 
each. And instead of giving the farmers and the traders a free 
hand so that they can produce more and store things better 
and distribute them efficiently. Delhi forces us to impose 
price controls and government godowns and rationing and 
every populist and unthought-out measure possible (260-61). 

Agarwal belongs to the group of Tandonites in terms of power 
equations. Nehru is an idealist and a weak administrator. People say 
Nehru means well but Agarwal has very acerbic comments on it. “He 
meant well when he gave away Pakistan. He meant well when he gave 
away half of Kahsmir. If it hadn’t been for Patel, we wouldn’t even have 
the country that we do”(26i). India has to pay for Nehru’s idealism and 
a major fraction of the Congress is fully aware of it. “He doesn’t have 
the least idea of administration but he talks about the kind of food 
committee we should set up...a man who doesn’t understand Indian 
society properly tries to overturn our family and family morals through 
his wonderful Hindu Code Bill” (261): laments L.N. Agarwal. Nehru’s 
imposition of secularism to Indian society is a result of his Euro centric 
temperament and influence of Western philosophy especially Fabian 
Socialism. 

Congress Party started its downward march even at the last phase 
of Gandhi’s time. He was prophetic to predict it and desired the 
dismantling of the party and suggested all party workers to do social 
service. Hardly three years have gone, and independent India has seen 
the tentacles of corruption engulf all walks of life. Politicians have 
become profiteers and those who run hundred miles’ before accepting 
a favour of party ticket earlier are now begging for it. “Previously 
politics was not profitable...it is now profitable” (324). Old freedom 
fighters are disgruntled over the way the country is going and they are 
dismaying at what the righteous persons like Mahesh Kapoor are doing 
in politics. Even Pandit Nehru himself feels that Congress is not the fit 
organization for him. He is pained the way Tandonji grabbed the 
presidentship of the Congress Party through unfair means. Persons 
who have sacrificed their lives, whose children had died of starvation 
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and ill care are disappointed having seen their sacrifice gone waste. 
Seth is cautious enough to record this contemporary reality with the 
right historical sense. Sharmaji’s words are correct. “Politics is like a 
coal trade. How can one blame people if their hands and faces become 
a little black?” (323). 

Independent India’s language hegemony is causing certain 
troubles. The old generation like Mahesh Kapoor, who was taught in 
the Urdu script during his childhood are the real victims of the new 
language policy. Independent India adopted Hindi in the Devanageri 
script as its official language. Debates in the legislative assemblies are 
largely in Hindi and Urdu and English are sidelined. Mahesh Kapoor 
does not know Hindi and he seeks his wife’s help to read the debates in 
the assembly. Mrs.Kapoor is enjoying these closer moments with her 
husband and she raises some domestic issues. The prominent one 
among them is Maan’s marriage and his affair with Saeeda Bai. Mahesh 
Kapoor is irritated over this especially when some of his colleagues 
mentioned this to him. He wonders; “is there nothing more important 
in the world to talk about?” (329). 

Seth narrates the simmering political scene of the 50s with a 
wonderful insight. The power mongering netas and their ugly 
maneuverings to cling on to the seats of power and the dilemma 
suffered by the descendents of the Gandhian moral values are truthfully 
and touchingly narrated by the author in the novel. As a writer who 
follows realist conventions, Seth concretizes his characters. Thus 
political figures of yester years mingle freely with fictional ones, thus 
imparting truthfulness to narration. Seth also relies on the past history, 
so that the essential link of a preconceived reality is also maintained. 

Mahesh Kapoor’s outburst towards his wife is an example of the 
dilemma and surfeit experiences by the leaders of virtue and integrity in 
the changed political climate of post-independent India. 

The Congress is threatening to split down the middle, people 
are defecting left and right to this new party...Everyone who is 
decent is leaving. P.C.Ghosh has gone, Prakasam has gone, 
both Kripalani and his wife have gone. They are accusing us, 
rightly enough, of “corruption, nepotism and jobbery”...And 
Nehru himself is threatening to resign from the Congress... 
And your own husband feels much the same (753). 

So the time is a difficult one, politically as well as psychologically. 
A nascent democracy is limping in infantile imperfections. The high 
hope of the people and those satyagrahies who sacrificed their personal 
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life for the cause of the people have never been met. Disillusion looms 
large on the national scene, which was also aggravated by the brutal 
killing of Mahatma Gandhi. The vestige of diabolic thoughts that have 
led to the fragmentation of the country is still afresh in the atmosphere. 
Nathuram Vinayak Godsay’s role in the assassination of Mahatma 
Gandhi was the culmination of such partisan thoughts. 

Mrs.Kapoor is apprehensive of her husband’s decision to quit the 
party. It is the party that is associated in the people’s mind with the 
freedom movement, the party of which her husband and she had been 
lifelong members. Moreover he would have to find funds from 
somewhere to compete with the sizable funds of the State Congress 
Party, so effectively garnered and dispensed by the Home Minister. 
Above all, he would have to struggle once again against hard odds, and 
he was not young. These are grim realities that Mahesh Kapoor faces at 
this particular juncture of his political life. After many calculations 
Bhaskar declares that Rudhia is suitable among the rural constituencies 
for his nanaji because of the overwhelming presence of Muslims and 
Jatavs. 

Mahesh Kapoor is still to take a decision of his resignation from 
the Congress Party. He still believes that Congress will not lose. His 
brainchild the Zamindari Abolition Bill has yet to be declared valid by 
the Supreme Court and to be implemented. He fears that L.N.Agarwal 
will come out as a superman in the corridors of power in the absence of 
a powerful ministerial rival vacated by his resignation. Nehru is still 
indecisive about quitting the party. Only Rafi Ahmad Kidwai is 
enthusiastic about the possible spilt. He is a man with many tastes, his 
craze for watches one among them. He had given Kapoor Sahib one and 
said. ‘I guarantee that Nehru, you and I will fight from the same 
platform, whatever that may be. At thirteen O’clock on the thirteenth 
day of the thirteenth month, look at this watch, Kapoor Sahib, and tell 
me if I was not right” (814). 

The country is witnessing a socialist surge and it is because of the 
disillusion the younger generation has with the ways of the Congress 
government and the directionless progress of the country. The dreams 
of the freedom fighters have gone and now people firmly believe that 
only socialist reordering of the country will do any good. The heat of 
the situation can easily be felt in the university campuses and more and 
more of the students are aligning with the socialist movement. 
Rasheed becomes an office bearer and Malati also joins them out of 
sheer enthusiasm. The primary teachers of the country are agitating 
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over their low wages and they are getting support from the University 
students. They are making a march to the secretariat and small 
fisticuffs occurred. The Home Minister’s lathi-happy police treat the 
students harshly. The Chief Minister is out of the town and L.N. 
Agarwal is in charge of the state affairs. A delegation meets the Home 
Minister with their demands. Rasheed is one among them. They say it 
is like the days of the British. During the quit India movement the 
students had spilled their blood. These remarks of Rasheed actually 
provoke the Home Minister. He reminds him that he was a small boy 
then. ‘It is easy enough to lubricate your way to office on other’s blood. 
And as for Quit India, this is an Indian government now, and I hope 
you don’t want us to quit India’ (817). The Home Minister does not 
concede their demands and in his view it is their concerted efforts to 
malign the Congress party at the centre and the state rather than 
expressing sympathy with the agitating primary teachers. He reminds 
them that order will be restored to the town at any cost. By this he 
means that he doesn’t mind ordering police to fire if the situation 
demands so. 

The student march in support of the cause of primary teachers 
turns violent and the police make a brutalbaton charge. Many are 
seriously injured; one student from the medical college is injured 
seriously and is battling for his life. When S.S.Sharma returns to 
Brahmpur the situation is highly inflammatory. He asks L.N. Agarwal: 
“why is it that I cannot leave the town for two days without you 
presenting me with some problem?”(822). Agarwal’s handling of the 
student agitation has already turned the city aflame with student rage. 
When the injured medical student is struggling for his life in the 
Brahmpur Medical College, his ministerial colleague who ‘lacked any 
human touch’ believes that ‘state cannot be run by kindness 
alone’(822). Sharmaji is temperamentally soft and more humane. He 
decides to visit the Medical College where the student is undergoing 
treatment. L.N.Agarwal insists that he will also accompany him or will 
give the Chief Minister a police escort; Sharmaji rebuffs it by saying that 
‘Agarwal is not yet the Chief Minister’. It is an open secret that Agarwal 
is vying for the Chief Ministership in the event of the possible elevation 
of S.S.Sharma to the central cabinet and Mahesh Kapoor resigning from 
the party. 

Sharmaji visits the dying student, speaks humanely to the 
unfortunate father of the boy and apprises him of the situation by 
shouldering the responsibilities with a sense of guilt, of what have 
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already happened. He wants the boy’s father to speak a few words of 
consolation to the angry students to quench their sorrow and to 
contain violence. Sharmaji firmly believes that the sobbing words of 
the unfortunate father will be heeded better than anyone else and this 
farsightedness did have its effects. The Chief Minister then speaks to 
the leaders of the agitators, concedes to their demands partially and 
pacifies them from resorting to anymore violence (826). 

Sharmaji’s tactical handling of the student’s agitation clearly 
proves his Gandhian upbringing and his statesmanship. Sharmaji’s 
bitter experience at the hands of the agitators reminds us of Nehru’s 
dilemma when people of his own country began slitting each other’s 
throat at the dawn of independence. 

Mahesh Kapoor is no longer a minister now. He has left the 
Congress party and joined the newly formed Peasant’ and workers’ 
Peoples’ Party-KMPP for short. Independent India witnessed its power 
struggle for the first time in the ministry headed by Jawaharlal Nehru. 
Nehru, the idealist is confronted by the more right wing faction within 
the party. 

Nehru’s pro-Muslim policies are anathema to its right wing 
faction. Rafi Ahmed Kidwai becomes an eyesore to them. He is the 
mastermind in scuttling the elevation of Purushothamdas Tandon to 
the presidency of the Congress party. The candidates’ selection 
committee is the most decisive one, for; those in control of it will 
decide the fate of the next general election due in 1951. 

Tandon camp pulls the Nehru camp in opposite directions. 
Tandon handpicks his supporters to constitute the Congress Working 
Committee, excluding supporters of Nehru, Rafi Ahmed Kidwai the 
prominent among them. Nehru is reluctant to join such a Working 
Committee, where his supporting figures are conspicuously absent, but 
in order to maintain the unity, Nehru has to relent. 

Nehru’s policies for constructing independent India is at stake 
owing to the opposition from the right wing faction. Nehru’s popularity 
is unscrupulously used to win the elections, and after winning it, he will 
be left stranded and impotent. 

The death of Sardar Patel was a blow to the Tandonites. But 
Tandon proves himself to be a formidable leader and suppresses all 
voices of dissent, especially those by Kidwai and Kripalani, in the name 
of discipline. Tandon wishes for the complete control of the party and 
Nehru is actually suffocating under his domineering power. 
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Nehru shows true national spirit while dealing the Muslim issue. 
He supports the reentry of many leaders of the Muslim league back into 
the party but the Tandonites are opposed to it. Hindus are fleeing from 
Pakistan due to persecution by the Muslim government and the 
hardliner of the Congress party ‘suggested under a theory of reciprocity 
that for each Hindu migrant from Pakistan, a Muslim should be 
expelled from India’ (955). The situation is too communalized. Muslims 
are Muslims first, and then only they are Indians, a fact still remains to 
be true in contemporary India. Nehru’s stand is that if Pakistan treated 
its minority as second-class citizens, thatis no reason for India to do so. 

While walking through his fields in Rudhia, Mahesh Kapoor’s 
mind is full of the political maneuverings taking place in Delhi. But 
Nehru so far maintains that he will not do anything that will jeopardize 
the unity of the party and vociferously argues for the unity of different 
cadres. Even then, the things are reaching a flash point. 

A special convention of the Congress Working Committee is held 
in Patna. In the session, Kidwai, who was elected to the Executive 
Committee of the KMPP, gets targeted by the Tandonites and he is not 
in a mood to resign from the party. Kripalani has already resigned from 
the party. 

In the Bangalore session, Tandon expresses his desire to leave the 
party with a major chunk of his supporters. Fearing a permanent split 
in the Congress, Nehru backs down. Haemorrhaging of party workers 
from the Congress continues and many of them join KMPP. Kidwai 
finally decides to resign from the party objecting the undemocratic 
method of functioning by Tandon. Nehru’s timely intervention 
prevents a possible split, but they decide to continue their war against 
the Tandonites. But Nehru is pulled hard against the wall and could not 
accommodate his dissenting colleagues in the party. The inevitable has 
happened. He has to accept their resignations. 

Nehru becomes an isolated man in the party. In addition to the 
burdens of being the Primeminister “Nehru was weighed down by the 
hard realization that his ideological opponents in his party had, in 
effect and at last, defeated him” (951). What Seth has made through the 
pages is an exact reproduction of the heated pulses of an era that 
determined the fate of a fledgling democracy. 

Seth, through the Sub Divisional Officer of Rudhia district brings 
out a contemporary reality of politicians meddling in the affairs of the 
bureaucracy in an unhealthy manner. The district administration is 
raising a fund for the celebration of Independence Day and when the 
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question of sharing the fund arises, Mr.Jha, the head of the Congress 
Party in the districts meddles with his way and questions his neutral 
stand of sharing the fund with other political parties. The S.D.O’s 
unbending stand infuriates Jha and he threatens the S.D.O, saying ‘I 
will show you. I will show you what the Congress means. I will make 
sure that you are not able to raise any funds. Not one paisa will you be 
able to get. You will see, you will see” (964). 

Seth is keen to evaluate the political cauldrum of the fifties. His 
realistic narration truthfully recreates a period at first seems 
uneventful, but proved in the contrarary. |The political manoeuverings 
of S.S.Sharma and Mahesh Kapoor are one among the many such 
incidents. Sharmaji and Mahesh Kapoor discuss the various pros and 
cones of Nehru’s quitting from the Congress Party. The two veterans 
are trying their best to prevent Nehru from taking any drastic steps. In 
the event Mr. Kapoor resigns or moves to Central Cabinet conceding 
Nehru’s long pending demand, then it will smoothen the way for 
L.N.Agarwal to become the chief minister. Mahesh Kapoor wants to 
prevent it at any cost. He saysfif this were the case, and this-this man 
took over, it would be for a few months. The people would throw him 
out in the coming elections” (975). Sharma reminds Mahesh Kapoor 
that Congress is the party of independence and it is the party of 
Gandhiji. But Kapoor Sahib genuinely feels that it is a party of 
‘nepotism, corruption, inefficiency, complacency-and that Gandhiji 
himself had wanted it dissolved as a political force after independence. 
He says to S.S.Sharma, “well, if there has to be a battle; it should be 
fought during these elections. If the Congress uses Nehru to fight its 
election battles and then turns against him because its right wing has 
most of the MLAs and MPs in its pocket-that will be far worse. The 
sooner the matter is fought out, the better. I agree that the two of us 
should be fighting on the same side. I wish, Sharmaji, that I could 
persuade you to join my party-and then persuade you to persuade 
Nehru to do the same” (976). 

Sharmaji hands out a secret letter of Nehru to the Chief Ministers 
to Kapoor; in which Nehru has shared his apprehension about the 
growing communal rift in the country. This is especially worrisome 
when the prospects of war loom large on the sub continent. Sharmaji 
apprises Kapoor the explosive situation prevailing in Purva Pradesh. 
Everybody knows the anti-Muslim feeling of L.N.Agarwal and more 
disturbingly Moharram, Dussehra and Gandhijayanti coincide that year, 
which will definitely create an unpleasant situation. Sharmaji says, 
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“Rama, Muhammad, and Gandhi may all have been apostles of peace- 
but in combination there could be nothing more explosive’ (978). 
Mahesh Kapoor finds him in a very precarious situation, where he 
cannot find any convincing argument to defeat the Chief Minister. 

Unfortunately L.N.Agarwal also makes a visit there. He becomes 
unpleasant on seeing Kapoor and it is aggravated when he sees the 
confidential letter of Nehru in Kapoor’s hands. Sharmaji explains that 
they are discussing ways to bring back Nehru to the key positions he 
has just left out in the Congress party. Agarwal nearly explodes on 
hearing the conciliatory words of Sharma. 

Panditji- Panditji -why should everyone go whimpering and 
pleading for everything to Nehru? Yes, he is a great leader - 
but are there no other great leaders in Congress? Does Prasad 
not exist? Does Pant not exist? Did Patel not exist?...Let us see 
what happens if he leave us. He doesn’t have the least idea 
how to organize a campaign, how to gather funds, how to 
select candidates. And he will have no time, as Prime 
Minister, to storm the country-that is quite obvious. He has 
too much on his plate as it is, attempting to run it. Let him 
join Kidwai-he’ll get the Muslim vote all right. But we will see 
what else he gets (979). 

Seth draws a very affectionate and lovely picture of Nehru. The 
great neta is in doldrums. He is being pulled in many directions. He 
feels so lonely among the crowds. He reminisces his childhood, his wife 
and Edwina. They are all gone leaving him so lonely and depressed. 
The cause with which he had fought throughout his entire life now 
seems to evade him. There is no one to advise him. His father, 
Gandhiji, and Kamala have all gone. Edwina who understood him with 
a human heart is far away. His steadfastness to his idealism has drifted 
his followers away. The noble ideals of freedom struggle have been 
forgotten. Nehru has turned into a beacon light which has ceased its 
pulsations. 

Nehru writes a series of letters to the Congress President Mr. 
Purushothamdas Tandon pressing to accept his resignation from the 
Congress Working Committee. Tandon reiterates that acceptance of his 
resignation is out of question and he is ever ready to relinquish his 
presidency to accommodate Nehru in the Congress Working 
Committee (C.W.C). Nehru replies that it is not a question over 
persons. Nehru attends the C.W.C. The members are facing the 
unbearable possibility of losing the Prime Minister, and have the 
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opinion that the committee should be reconstituted so that Nehru 
should feel dess out of tune’ (990). Tandon vehemently objects it and 
he is not ready to make the presidency subservient to the Prime 
Minister. The C.W.C passes a resolution calling upon Nehru and 
Tandon to solve the crisis. 

On the Independence Day Maulana Azad also resigns. Two 
moderate figures of Muslim leaders have lost the party. Nehru fears 
that Congress will lose its Muslim base. Leaders like S.S.Sharma made 
every possible effort to dissuade Nehru to desist from a collision course 
with Tandon. When they got to Delhi, Nehru makes no comments or 
persuades Sharma to join the Central Cabinet, which slightly hurts his 
ego. 

Pandit Nehru convenes a conference of his MPs and demands to 
pass a confidence motion. He explains to them the circumstances that 
have led to his decision to resign from the C.W.C. The members fear 
that if Nehru goes, their possibility to get reelected within a few months 
will be bleak. They pass a motion overwhelmingly in his favour. 

Tandonites get disturbed by Nehru’s action. Confidence in Nehru 
is never an issue. They grieve that Nehru fails to understand their point 
of view. Rumours are ripe that Nehru may also take charge of the 
presidency along with the Primeministership. The main threat to 
power comes within the party and Nehru starts to hedge on the issue. 

On the 6 th of September, the entire working committee 
dramatically submitsits resignation to Tandon. The All India Congress 
Committee meets two days later and passes a resolution asking Nehru 
to withdraw his resignation, and requesting Tandon to reconstitute the 
working committee besides expressing confidence in him. Nehru and 
Tandon can then pick up possible candidates jointly. Tandon can 
remain president, without suffering any presidential prerogatives to the 
Prime Minister; would merely have implemented as he was bound to, a 
resolution of the AICC. But the formula doesn’t work. The public 
statements made by the two leaders go opposite to the AICC resolution. 
Tandon doesn’t accept the forced resignations. But in the end Tandon 
relents, resigning from the presidency, paving the way for Nehru to 
become the new president. “It was in effect a coup; and Nehru had 
won-Apparently” (992). 

Nehru’s victory pleases his loyalists like Mahesh Kapoor. He is in 
a dilemma whether or not to come back to the congress party. After 
much rumination Kidwai has made a retreat. Mahesh Kapoor is still 
indecisive. He meets his old friend the Nawab Sahib at Baitar House. 
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The Nawab has lost a large chunk of his estate on account of the 
Zamindari Act, but that hasn’t grown any bitterness between them. 
Nawab is as warm and affectionate as before. Mahesh Kapoor is looking 
for a suitable constituency even when his mind is troubled with the 
thought that whether he wants to continue in politics or not. The 
Nawab feels that Muslims of Rudhia are alienated from the majority 
Hindus. It is the epicenter of the movement for the creation of 
Pakistan and the majority community is still embittered against the 
Muslims. Moreover they are also deprived economically. Only a leader 
like Mahesh Kapoor can set the things right. He is acceptable to both 
the Hindus and Muslims. The Nawab is antagonistic against the present 
member of the legislature from the Congress party and has decided to 
field Waris, his servant, against him in case he is given ticket for the 
second time in the coming election. This surprises Mahesh Kapoor. 
The Nawab reiterates that if Mahesh Kapoor consents to be a Congress 
candidate from Salimpur-cum-Baitar, he will have his fall support. 
Agarwal’s Hindi bill is also looming large on them. When Hindi 
becomes the prime language of governance and education, it will 
definitely sideline Urdu, the language in use by the Muslims. It will 
affect their culture. Most of the Hindu leaders of the Congress mistrust 
Muslims. Only leaders like Kapoor Sahib can understand them who 
have firsthand experience from their personal interaction with the 
Muslim community. 

The Nawab’s reasoning is hard to object and Mahesh Kapoor 
finds himself in a dilemma. Nawab has almost succeeded to make a 
change of heart in Mahesh Kapoor. 

Seth truthfully portrays the rising tentacles of fundamentalist 
elements in Indian politics. Nehru’s attempt to pass the Hindu code bill 
gets scuttled by the fundamental elements in his own party and the 
opposition. The legislation was very dear to Nehru and his Law 
Minister Dr.Ambedkar.lt aims to make the laws of marriage, divorce, 
inheritance, and guardianship more rational and just, especially to 
women. 

Seth brings out the simmering language issue of the Indian polity 
through the debates in the Purva Pradesh Assembly where the Home 
Minister L.NAgarwal is at the centre of a storm. L.N.Agarwal has 
introduced a bill that would make Hindi the state language from the 
beginning of the new-year and Muslim legislatures are vehemently 
opposing it. Urdu is the mother tongue of Muslims. It is the part of 
their culture and sustenance. If it is replaced by the Devanagari script 
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of Hindi, Muslims will be at a disadvantage. Begum Abida Khan accuses 
the state in adopting a step motherly stand towards Urdu. “It is the 
language of its finest poet, Mast. It is the language of Mir, of Ghalib, of 
Dagh, of Sauda, of Iqbal, of Hindu writers like Prem Chand and Firaq”: 
asserts Begam. Agarwal’s argument was pooh-poohed by her. She says: 

Listen to All India Radio and try to understand its news 
bulletins. Read the Hindi version of our bills and acts-you 
can’t read them. You will not understand one word in three. 
It is all becoming stupidly and stiltedly Sanskritized. Obscure 
words are being dug out of old religious texts and being 
reburied in our modern language. It is a plot of the religious 
fundamentalists who hate anything to do with Islam, even 
Arabic or Persian words that the common people of Brahmpur 
have used for hundreds of years (1018). 

L.N.Agarwal is agitated over her arguments. He accuses her of 
thinking from left to right. This infuriates Begum Abida Khan beyond 
all controls and she challenges him to make Sanskrit the official 
language of the State; then both Muslims and Hindus will get an equal 
start, and will be able to compete on an equal footing (1018). 

Independent India, though so young at the 50s has witnessed the 
blatant manoeuverings and horse trading regarding capturing seat for 
Assembly and parliament elections. In the coming election to the 
Purva Pradesh Assembly L. N. Agarwal is at the helm of affairs to select 
the candidates. Mahesh Kapoor has returned to Congress; but it is too 
late. L.N.Agarwal manoeuvres the list in such a way that the 
secessionists are kept out of the fray. Six persons are competing for one 
seat each and it is not possible to select one without antagonizing the 
rest. ‘Nehru was almost sickened by the naked desire for power...Even 
old and trusted Congress workers who had spent years in jail, and had 
sacrificed everything for their country, now groveled before junior 
clerks in the election office in an attempt to get a seat’ (1084-85). 

Seth faithfully represents the real picture of election in India. 
India, as a democracy is immature. The people are largely illiterate and 
they require symbols to identify the party of their support and to cast 
their votes. The candidates are determined by the demographic 
peculiarity of the area. Religion and cast rule the roost even after the 
efforts made by the Indian National Congress during the national 
movement to wipe it out. Caste is an Indian reality that nobody can 
ignore. Election scene hasn’t changed even now, after many years of 
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independent polity and national policies. The conditions prevalent in 
the 50s still remain in contemporary India. 

The role of caste and the importance given to it make leaders like 
Mahesh Kapoor sick of the situation. He confides to Maan one night, 
“What country is this that I have had the misfortune to be born into? 
This election is worse than any previous one. Caste, caste, caste, caste. 
We should never have extended the franchise. It was made it a hundred 
times worse” (1176). 

The secularist politician Mahesh Kapoor has to suffer from 
sectarian and communal politics and here Seth draws a real picture of 
the contemporary Indian political scene. Maan’s dastardly act of 
stabbing Firoz at Saeeda Bai’s residence turns Waris hostile and 
Mahesh Kapoor loses the support of the Nawab also. The detachment 
has become complete. Waris makes a severe attack on Congress and 
Mahesh Kapoor. He lists the services rendered by the earlier Nawabs to 
the area even before the Congress was born. Their heroism in fighting 
the British, their works of charity, the schools and other amenities 
founded by the Nawabs are all good with the people and their 
alienation from the Congress party in general and with Mahesh Kapoor 
in particular become complete. 

Mahesh Kapoor cannot stand in defense of the allegations that he 
used his influence to lessen the charges on Maan in the stabbing case. 
His own foolish aggressiveness on the face of such attacks has done him 
less good will. 

The Nawab is nowhere to support him. He has to campaign with 
the old vehicle provided by the Congress office. The comfort of the two 
jeeps of the Nawabis gone. The aggressive movement of the socialist 
party sifted the support of the scheduled casts away from the Congress. 
Mahesh Kapoor’s only hope becomes the whirlwind tour of Nehru; but 
he cannot press for his visit in his constituency. Many other candidates 
are clamouring for Nehru’s visit in their own constituencies. 

The picture is not different in Debaria. The Hindu votes are 
divided among various factions such as the KMPP, the socialists, the 
Hindu parties etc. 

When Mahesh Kapoor, after long and dusty hours of 
campaigning, arrives in Debaria with Kedarnath one evening, Baba 
meets him and greets him hospitably, but tells him plainly that the 
situation is greatly changed. 
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And what about you? asked Mahesh Kapoor. ‘Have you 
changed? Do you believe that a father should be punished for 
an offence of his son’s? 

Baba said, ‘I have never believed that. But I do believe that a 
father is responsible for the manner in which his son behaves 

(1237)- 

At this moment he makes it sure that he has lost the fight. 

Mahesh Kapoor wonders when the S.D.O informs him that 
Panditji visits Salimpur that afternoon. This sudden change of fortune 
seems to be ominous to Mahesh Kapoor. Panditji greets him warmly, 
conveys his condolences over the death of Mrs.Kapoor and also informs 
him that his winning the seat is too important to him, and so he 
decides to visit his constituency. He is decided to induct S.S.Sharma 
into his cabinet at Delhi and Mahesh Kapoor is the next candidate for 
the Chiefminisetership of Purva Pradesh. 

Seth describes the aggressiveness and vitality and the impatience 
with which Pandit Nehru is accustomed with while dealing with the 
public, in a faithful and hilarious way. Nehru’s presence is usually 
electrifying for the masses and it is with much difficulty that they are 
controlled and brought to terms. Often Nehru jumps out of the 
podium to push people down to sit and says that we don’t have all the 
time in the world. He usually gets agitated over the sycophancy of the 
speakers and urges them to begin the meetings at once. He speaks 
about national, international and local issues to the masses and at every 
point they applaud him irrespective of the fact that they understand 
him or not. Only at the last part of the speech he requests for their 
votes. ‘And thus meetings ended, and on he went to the next one, 
always late, always impatient, a man whose greatness of heart won the 
hearts of others, and whose meandering pleas for mutual tolerance kept 
a volatile country, not merely in those early and most dangerous years 
but throughout his own life time, safe at least from the systemic clutch 
of religious fanaticism’ (1241). 

When Waris understands that Nehru’s visit has tilted the fortune 
in favour of Mahesh Kapoor, he resorts to unfair means. He bribes the 
voters with money, liqueurs and cajoles them whenever he can. But on 
the eve of the Election Day a bill board appears in Urdu, which says that 
Firoz died the previous night. It exhorts the faithful people, in his 
grieving father’s name to cast their vote in such a way to express their 
indignation against the author of this great misfortune. This blatant lie 
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moves almost every village in the constituency and it is too late for 
Mahesh Kapoor to counter it. 

But after hours of anticipation, Waris Mohammed Khan declares 
elected from the Salimpur-cum-Baitar constituency. His diabolic poster 
has driven the villagers out of their huts to vote for him. The first 
general election witnesses the fall of a veteran at the hands of a crooked 
campaigner. Independent India has to witness many such downfalls in 
the coming years. 

Seth’s quasi-historical structure and chronological multilinear 
narrative effectively bring out the tumultuous economic, political, and 
communal upheavals of a period in India, which was not too remote 
from the years of our struggle for independence. As Justice Chatterji 
notices in the pages of All India Reporter, which list out the names of 
the Judges in the High court of Calcutta, “In microcosm these reflect 
the passage of an empire and the birth of two countries from the idea- 
tragic and ignorant-that people of different religious belief cannot live 
together in one” and he asks “...that things would have changed as 
much and swiftly as they had?”(468-69). Seth becomes the honest 
chronicler of such changes undesirably engulfed in the Indian society. 
In Agarwalla’s words: “if Hamlet is a prologue to the drama of a corrupt 
polity, then, A Suitable Boy is its epilogue”(47). 

Seth carefully depicts the secularist credentials of the Indian 
society in a truthful manner. He draws the perfect picture of a secularist 
politician in Mahesh Kapoor. The ardent secularist in Mahesh Kapoor 
comes out vigorously when his wife demanded the recital of Tulsidas’ 
Ramacharitmanas in the family. Though Ramnavami has gone by-the 
ideal day for the recitation- she does believe that is still good for the 
family. Her maternal anguish for the well-being of her children is 
behind her wish. But Mahesh Kapoor is not that sort of man who is 
openly religious and he replies, “Enough of this. You three mothers-in- 
law can plot as much as you like, but I can’t allow it in Prem Nivas. I 
have a secular imageand in a town like this where everyone is beating 
the drum of religion, I am not going to join in with the Shehnnai” 
(V.Seth, Suitable 328).Mahesh Kapoor belongs to that extinct group of 
politicians, who still upholds the secular tradition of our country. 

Nehruvian secular consensus faced a setback in the post¬ 
independent India and it worsened in the National Emergency in 1975- 
77 and along with the emergence of the Hindutva forces in the national 
politics. As Neelam Srivasatva opines “A Suitable Boy presents whole 
scale recuperations of Nehruvian socialism, premised on a rationalist 
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approach, which predicates the importance of relegating religion to the 
private sphere. Seth’s ‘rational secularism’ is sustained by the novel’s 
realist mode, third-person omniscient narrator and a flexible, though 
uniform, English style”(2). 

Seth’s historical and fictional narratives aim to radically critique 
the ideological underpinnings of the Indian nation-state, through an 
exploration of its colonial past and postcolonial present, and a 
reconsidered approach to the philosophy of history. 

Srivastava in her study incorporated Arvind Rajagopal’s concept 
of Nehruvian secularism. Rajgopal defines Nehruvianism as the 
consensus that undergirded the Indian developmental state, referring 
to a particular distribution of political power and its legitimating vision 
of secular, autarkic growth. In Indian political usage, it acquired its 
present meaning as a guiding concept for state policy under Nehru and 
the left leaning components of the Indian Congress Party in the years 
just after independence. Nehruvianism envisaged not an irreligious or 
antireligious state, but rather a non-sectarian state, which did not 
privilege one religion over another (7). 

The class that came to identify most closely with Nehru’s secular 
and developementalist ideology was the English speaking middle class 
elite that had stood most to gain from state-planned economic 
development. Land reform was one of the main planks of Congress’ 
electoral campaign in the early years after independence: the vow to 
put an end to feudal land holdings and redistribute land among the 
poorer tenants was one of the strategies that assured mass popularity. 
Nehru, basing his idea of Indian History on a European based model of 
historical ‘progresses’, saw ‘the end of feudalism’ as a symbolic and 
material act that would bring the nation from the middle ages into 
modernity. But Congress effected neither an equitable nor a complete 
redistribution of land among the small and medium cultivators. 
Kachheru’s case is the best example for this argument. Seth’s 
fictionalization of the Zamindari Abolition Act, should be understood 
under the above socio-political reality. 

Seth’s treatment of Realism in representing the emerging period 
of 1950-52 that witnessed the rise of the Indian middle class and the 
consolidation of the Indian state along secular lines under India’s first 
Prime Minister, Jawaharlar Nehru, is different from his contemporaries 
like Misrry, Ghosh and Rushdie. Seth’s optimistic faith in the potential 
of the Nehruvian developmental state is not shared by them. While 
many of their novels present an implicit or explicit endorsement of 
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Nehruvian ideals, they address the ever-widening gap between state 
and nation in the post-Emergency years (10). 

A Suitable Boy becomes a narrative of the origins of the nation in 
such a way that it implicitly projects an ideal present and future for the 
nation. This is the way historical novels always adopt, and they make 
the past accessible to the present. Critics of Nehruvian secularism 
believe that it is excluding Hindu culture and religion from public life 
while making generous allowances to the minorities. Seth’s realism 
depicts this Indian social reality of religious discords arising out of the 
perception of the afore said Nehruvian secularist ideals. Nehru’s 
inability to chart out a uniform civil code even after many years of 
independence is viewed as proof of this minority appeasement. A 
Suitable Boy can be read “as a way of addressing the perceived present 
needs’ of the Indian polity by proposing a return to Nehruvianism, by 
recreating a national narrative set in the heart of the Nehru era, the 
heyday of secular nationalism in the aftermath of partition”(n). The 
religious euphoria created by the screening of The Ramayana on the 
Indian television consolidated the Hindu sentiments, and in these 
circumstances, A Suitable Boy proposes a return to multiculturalism in 
tune with Nehruvian secularist ideals. 

Seth’s representation of Indian polity is rooted in his firm belief in 
Nehruvian secularist ideals. Nehru stood for relegation of religion to 
the private sphere so as to free Indian nation from the clutches of 
religious fanaticism. He was careful enough to detach himself from the 
British view of secularism, where they protect a national church. He 
also desists the Marxian aversion of religion. So Nehru’s was a solution 
bringing third way. He writes in The Discovery of India: 

The belief in a supernatural agency which ordains everything 
has led to certain irresponsibility on the social plane, and 
emotion and sentimentality have taken the place of reasoned 
thought and enquiry. Religion, though it has undoubtedly 
brought comfort to innumerable human beings and stabilized 
society by its values, has cheeked the tendency to change and 
progress in human society (524). 

Neelam Srivastava observes that in A Suitable Boy, the 
articulation of a rationalist secularism largely coincides with Nehruvian 
secular nationalism. It can be called majoritarian, for three reasons: 
First, it has a rationalist approach to the question of religion in the 
public sphere, secondly because its third person omniscient narrator 
embodies the perspective of a tolerant Hindu subject, and thirdly 
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because the novel deals with India, and how India’s politics towards 
minorities, especially Muslims, were played out after partition (48). 

The narrator of A Suitable Boy identifies himself with Hindu 
religion and shares the upper middle class sentiment. In commenting 
on Hinduism, the narrator remarks it is rare for a religion to be entirely 
transcendent: 

“Hindus as much as anyone else...are eager for terrestrial, not 
merely post terrestrial blessings. We want specific results, whether to 
care a child for disease or to guarantee his IAS results...or to find a 
suitable match for a daughter” (V.Seth, Suiable 1178). 

Seth’s social consciousness ideally absorbs the real nature of 
Indian secularism. It doesn’t advocate the negation of religion. But it 
predominantly falls within a middle-class Hindu frame work as 
exemplified by Seth’s innumerable descriptions of Indian religious and 
cultural festivities. 

Seth’s narration of Nehru era highlights him as a protector of 
Muslim minority. Nehru safeguards the Muslim interest from the more 
conservative Hindu wing of the Congress. Seth substantiates Nehru’s 
idea that only a state sponsored secularism can protect the minorities. 
Seth’s detailed narration of the political tussle between the Tandonites 
and Nehruvites and the ultimate success of the latter is the best 
example of realistic representation of Indian polity. 

Seth’s realistic representation of secularism rises to mythical 
proportions as exemplified in the long debates in the political circles. 
State Legislative Assembly plays its legitimate role of a democratic 
space where communal issues are raised and resolved; upholding the 
nation’s larger secular traditions. The parliamentary debates between 
Agarwal (Congress), Abida Khan (Orthodox Muslim and that of the 
gentry), the socialist MLA, and Mahesh Kapoor show how democratic 
process transcends the more strident communal elements. “In such a 
way the potentially centrifugal, heteroglot political tendencies of the 
new born nation are shown to be contained within a more orderly and 
monological democratic space” (Srivastava 59). 

Seth’s depiction of the Zamindari Abolition Act in A Suitable Boy 
gets influenced by Nehru’s organicist and teleological conception of the 
Indian Nation. He explains in The Discovery of India the nationalist 
cause taken by the Congress Party in India. 

In particular, it stood for revolutionary agrarian 
changes...within the Congress, Socialists and Communists 
found a place and could influence Congress Party. The 
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communal organizations, whether Hindu or Moslem were 
closely associated with the feudal and conservative elements 
and were opposed to any revolutionary social change. The 
real conflict, therefore, had nothing to do with religion, 
though religion often masked the issue, but was essentially 
between those who stood for a nationalist-democratic-socially 
revolutionary policy and those who were concerned with 
preserving the relics of the feudal regime (399). 

Following Nehru’s organic developmental theory of nations 
expostulated in The Discovery of India, Seth in A Suitable Boy adopts 
the schema of the transition narrative in their configuration of Indian 
historical events (Srivastava 137). 

Features of Realism in An Equal Music 

Seth’s realism often makes convergence in A Suitable Boy and An 
EqualMusic. Seth’s photographic memeticism marks the entire 
narrative body of the former, but in the latter he turns to Barthsian 
mode of reality arising out of verbal effects, shunning its dependence 
on a pre-existing reality, thereby creating the effect of the real by 
coalescing cumulatively the descriptive details. Seth’s zig-zag 
movement from present to the past creates a filling effect so as to help 
the reader to arise at a judicious and logical understanding of the 
existence of the character and his/her particular mental makeup. The 
important features of Realism in AnEqualMusic are discussed below. 

Realistic narration 

Seth’s competency to employ linear narration continues in An 
EqualMusic also. He makes a major stylistic change in his third novel, 
where Seth deliberately selects the omniscient first person narrator 
instead of the third person of A Suitable Boy. Seth’s construction of the 
plot in present tense makes it most trustworthy, plausible and effects 
an immediacy to the story narrated. The effect of dramatization 
enhances in the forward movement of the plot with occasional change 
in its course from present to past and vice versa. The opening of the 
novel itself is an example of the novelist’s dramatic treatment of the 
novelistic persona and their inter-relationships. 

The very idea of writing An Equal Music derived from a visual 
image Seth has had in the Hyde Park while walking with his companion 
Philippe Honore. They see someone looking at his own image in the 
water of the serpentine river in Hyde Park. From his demeanour 


115 



Realism as Narrative Strategy: A Study ofVikram Seth’s Novels 


Philippe Honore suggests that he must be a musician. Then the idea 
for Seth’s third novel take looks (Pandurang 152). 

The true realist in Seth makes intense research to craft his world 
of fiction on music and to enrich his fictional body with facts and real- 
life situations. Mala Pandurng rightly comments upon Seth’s 
meticulous research on crafting An Equal Music. 

An astounding aspect of Seth’s work is the tremendous 
research that provides the backbone to his narratives. One has 
only to take note Seth’s acknowledgement to libraries and 
archives in An Equal Music. In this note, Seth indicates the 
extent of what it must be like to live, to have lived and to 
expect to continue to live in zones that lie at the intersection 
of the world of soundlessness with those of heard, misheard, 
of half-heard and of imagined sound (155). 

Seth is narrating Michael’s going back to his native town to meet 
his mentor and benefactor Mrs.Formby. Seth’s meticulous eyes detail 
everything on the outskirts of his town, retaining the characteristics of 
classical Realism. 

Past the civic-heroic statuary in Piccadilly Square I drive, pass 
the glass-and black building that once housed the Daily 
Express, past the Habib bank and the Allied bank of Pakistan, 
the clothing warehouses, a Jewish museum, a mosque, a 
church, a Mac Donald’s, Sauna, solicitors, pub, video shop, 
Boots, bakers, sandwich bar, Kabab house...past a grey 
telecom tower with its pustules of transmitters and receivers, 
a devil’s delphinium. I drive until the fringes of Manchester 
give way to daubs of green and against the darkening day I 
can see a horse in a field, a farm-house or two, leafless 
chestnut and plane trees and, soon, the dark Pennine spur 
that shelters my birth town (62). 

One of the important features of classical realist texts is its 
dependence on meticulous detailing. Seth’s depiction of European life, 
European classical music and culture are all examples of such detailing. 
Seth’s narration helps to bring the attention of the reader to real life 
situations in an easy and abrupt way. In London Michael is giving 
lessons on violin. Virginie, a girl of 21, from Nyons near Avignon is his 
student and he spends his evenings with her. She is not such a good 
student. Michael feels he has worse students but none so frustrating’. 
Her flat is a great deal of pink. “Pink bath, pink basin, pink toilet, pink 
bidet, pink tiles, pink wallpaper, pink rug, brushes, soap, toothbrush, 
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silk flowers, toilet paper...all pink. Even the little foot operated waste 
bin is pink” (6). Seth’s elaborate description of men and material 
appears here also. 

Seth’s depiction of the nuances of the western classical music is 
enviable. Its intricate world begins with the instructions Michael gives 
to Virginie. They begin with a partita by Bach, but after Gavotte they 
stop. Virginie always struggles with the notes. She has her nonsense 
syllables ‘mi-re-mi si sol si mi-fa-mi-re-ni” (6) but it is the way she was 
taught. Michale’s former love Julia is still afresh in his mind though the 
presence of the twenty one year old girl Virginie is refreshing and 
alluring. 

Seth’s narration is explicitly effective to bring out the realistic 
effect of the novel. Seth narrates the musicians and their practice of 
different instruments and notes with the expertise of a practising 
musician. Michael-the protagonist- joins the Maggiore Quartet after 
their second violinist Alex Foley left. They play together and rehearse 
more. When Michael practises the scale in London, Piers becomes spell 
bound on hearing it. Michael Says, “As it rose, calm and almost without 
vibrato, I felt my happiness build when it paused at the top before 
descending, I glanced at my new colleagues, to left to right. Piers had 
slightly averted his face. It astonished me. Piers is hardly the sort of 
musician who weeps soundlessly at the beauty of scales” (11). 

Billy and Helen are the other members of the quartet. Billy is a 
wonderful cellist, light and profound; ‘the base of their harmony, the 
rock on which (they) rest’ (10). But he is a worried man, always late for 
the rehearsals. The rest are waiting for him. Piers listens to steif 
Quartet, a play on all Beethoven concert. Then he plays a rapid figure in 
pizzicato quarter tones. Their irritations are quelled when Billy arrives 
profusely apologizing for being late. 

There exists perfect harmony among the four violinists. All so 
absorbed in music. Michael says: 

Every rehearsal of the Maggiore Quartet begins with a very 
plain, very slow three octave scale on all four instruments in 
unison, sometimes major, as in our name, sometimes minor, 
depending on the key of the first piece we are to play. No 
matter how fraught our lives have been over the last couple of 
days, no matter how abrasive our disputes about people or 
politics, or how visceral our difference about what we are to 
play and how we are to play it, it reminds us that we are, when 
it comes to it, one (10). 
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After the rehearsal they leave the place, exhausted. There exists 
perfect harmony between the different members of the quartet just like 
the perfect music arising out of the harmony of the different strings of 
the violin. Seth describes this harmony that exists between the 
musicians in the followingglorious words “But ours is an odd 
quadripartite marriage with six relationships, any of which, at any given 
time, could be cordial or neutral or strained. The audience who listen to 
us cannot imagine how earnest, how petulant, how accommodating, 
how willful is our quest for something beyond ourselves that we 
imagine with our separate spirits but are compelled to embody 
together” (14). 

Seth’s narration is speedy and vibrant.Within a few pages, the 
author is capable to introduce all the major characters in the novel, 
often portraying a vivid word picture of them. Michael, a member of the 
string quartet, is a lonely wanderer in London, who is living away from 
his love Julia. The happiness he used to have in Vienna has abandoned 
him and he makes a rethink of what actually happened to him so many 
years ago. “I told her I was going, and went. For two months I could do 
nothing, not even to write to her. I came to London. The smog 
dispersed but too late. Where are you now, Julia, and am I not 
forgiven?”(5). The feeling of being abandoned and lonely makes 
Michael think that he is followed by somebody while he walks in the 
Hyde Park. “I paused again...looked to left, to right. There was nothing” 
(4). 

Seth connects the present with the past through retrospective 
narration. He frequently uses letters as an effective medium to carry the 
memory of the characters to their past. The letter Michael receives from 
his former Professor at Vienna Cal Kail serves the same purpose. The 
linear progression of narration suddenly takes a turnaround to the past 
memories of the protagonist. Michal remembers the presence of the 
Profession at Stockholm, when he is playing violin there. He writes in 
the letter that they played well and blesses him all success in the future. 
The Professor reminisces his days at Vienna and he feels sorry for being 
rude to some of his students, especially Michael. It is at a master class 
in his last year at the Royal Northern College of Music in Manchester 
that he first meets Cal Kail. He suggests Michael to come to Vienna 
and study with him. During one of the classes, the Professor demands 
the Kreutzer sonata from Michale; but he is unprepared for it. He along 
with Julia McNicholl and Fraulein are preparing for a concert within a 
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couple of weeks and he expresses his inability to meet the Professor’s 
demand bluntly. Both are embittered. 

At this point of time Michael reminisces that he has earned much 
from his Professor. He would not have met Julia had he not met the 
Professor and also it is true that he would not have lost her had he not 
met him. “May be I could have learned more from him if I had 
swallowed my sense of self’ (18). He feels so sorry on hearing the 
Professor’s deteriorating health and feels that the great Cal Kail is 
dying. 

The narration again takes its forward course, bringing back the 
story to the present in an effortless manner. After spending a night with 
Virginie, Michael moves out in the chilly Saturday morning to swim in a 
pond near Hyde Park. There he meets Andy, a student of Law at the 
University College and he invites Michael to have the pleasure of the 
early morning swim in the chilly waters. “The coffee and biscuits in the 
clubhouse afterwards, the mainly male comradeship...the exchange of 
small talk in an amazingly wide accents” all admitted Michael to a 
world outside Archangel Court and the Maggiore Quartet and Virginie’s 
flat to an outside world and the ungiving presences of his thoughts (21- 
22). 

Classical realist narration often takes its cue from a preconceived 
reality. In this respect it always relies on the past memories. The 
narrative body of An Equal Music is full of such past memories. Seth 
narrates the past of his protagonist Michael. Michael’s father Stanley 
once had a butcher shop in a small street. At school Michael proves to 
be a clever student and his teachers believe that he will have a good 
chance at the University. But Michael decides to join a music college at 
Manchester and this infuriates his father. His dream is on the verge of 
collapse owing to Michael’s callous attitude. Michael’s father is anxious 
about his son. “It’s the bloody fiddle, that is what it is” (22), says his 
father. It took years for them to reconcile after his decision to pursue 
music and his auntie Joan plays the role of peacemaker between them. 
After much compulsion, his father attends his first recital in 
Manchaster and he becomes proud of his son after witnessing his 
performance. When Michael leaves for Vienna, his Dad never objects. 
Stanley is no more critical about his son. “Perhaps the shocks of life 
have, by breaking his spirit, made him milder” (23). 

The angst of his father about his future when he hears that 
Michael is going to do music has some resemblance with Seth’s own 
parents’ anxiety on their son pursuing literature. “We had visions of 
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him as a penniless poet, living in a garage and being supported by his 
younger brother Shuntum, after we were dead; writes Seth’s mother 
Leila Seth in her autobiography” (294). It is amusing to read it with 
Michael’s father’s anxiety “Your mother and me, we’ve worked and 
worked so that you could have a better future-and you’ll end up playing 
in some pub or a night club. What sort of future is that?” (V.Seth, Equal 
23). 

In London, Michael always thinks about his father. He realizes 
that nearly a month has passed after he last called his father. He rings 
him up. His dad is frail now, suffering from loneliness after the death 
of Michael’s mother. His widowed sister Joan takes care of him and 
moves to Rochdale. His butcher’s shop, their cat Zsa-Zsa all come in 
their conversation. Michael reminisces the bad turn of his father’s 
fortune, reminding us that men are like pawns in the hands of fate. 
Some years ago, when the council decides to expand the main road, 
acquires his father’s shop and other small houses paying paltry 
compensation. They fight it for long but lose in the end. After the 
decision to expand the road was withdrawn, the council sold their land 
to the developers and in the old place of their butcher’s shop, now there 
is a car park. 

Michael’s father and his woes are very commonplace one, often 
represents the marginalized section by the perpetrators of mindless 
development. Like Mrs. Kapoor who suffers a stroke and dies after 
witnessing the upheavals in her life and her son Maan Kapoor, 
Michael’s mother also dies of stroke. Michale’s father falls ill after the 
takeover of his shop, and it is his wife who earns a livelihood by doing 
the job of a dinner lady in a school, besides fighting the case of their 
shop. The arduous toil exhausts her completely and she dies, though it 
is his father who is ill. 

The thought of Rochdale—Michael’s hometown always pulls him 
back. In London, though he lives high up there is no natural silence. 
Even in the middle of 600 acres of the Hyde Park, he can hear the traffic 
all around and often above. Michael reminisces his boyhood days at 
Rochdale. 

Besides, as a boy, I was quite happy in Rochdale. Our house 
was not too far from the edge of town, and once I got a bike I 
could cycle out towards the moors, sometimes with a school 
friend, more often by myself. Within minutes I would be in 
the open countryside. Sometimes I would work on the tops, 
sometimes just lie in the grassy hollows where I could no 
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longer hear the sound of the wind. The first time I did this, I 
was held by surprise: I had never heard such silence before. 
And into that silence after a minute or two fell the rising song 
of a lark (28). 

Michael’s flash memory is the essential connecting link with the 
past, from where the present draws its energy, and makes Michael’s life 
a bearable and expectant one. 

Seth makes An Equal Music purely European in temperament, by 
placing the characters in their own private space, shunning the security 
and support of the family. The sense of cohesion and togetherness in 
the Indian familial context is transferred into the solitariness of the 
individual, making him a totally lonely and estranged person from his 
surroundings. Michael’s feeling of loneliness in the absence of his love 
Julia is an extreme case of individualism, where the individual is left to 
suffer alone, unsupported. 

Seth’s narration is realistic while describing the pangs of the 
separated lovers. He uses the very common codes familiar even to a 
layman to describe the frantic search of Michael for Julia. The thought 
of Julia comes into his mind when he makes a walk in the garden. The 
nightingale is the favourite bird of Julia. Once they were playing a 
concert somewhere near Linz, and afterwards they went for a walk in 
the woods hearing the song of the nightingale. Music is the life blood of 
Michael and also Julia. The pangs of loss of his beloved is too 
excruciating to his heart. 

During his initial days with Maggiore Quartet, when he is being 
considered for it Helen asks about Julia and Michael discloses her that 
they have lost touch. Helen pities him. He is still in contact with one 
of his trio at Vienna, Maria to whom he is sending letters. Maria 
informs him that Julia has done well in her exams. But “when Julia’s 
course was over, she disappeared off the face of the earth”(3o). Michael 
then tries to hunt her down but without success. He writes to 
musikhochschule, asking them to redirect his letter. He writes to her 
parents’ home near Oxford, but to no effect. Even Maria hasn’t heard 
anything from Julia. One day he calls her parents, Dr.McNicholl 
attends the phone, but the conversation doesn’t last long. For Michael’s 
repeated query of Julia Dr.McNicholl asks him, “For God’s sake, 
Michael, haven’t you hurt her enough?” (3r). Michael puts down the 
phone with trembling sadness, knowing it was no use of any further 
attempt to squeeze information on Julia. 
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Seth’s narration is clever enough to introduce dramatic moments 
in the body of the plot. One day Virginie calls Michael to cancel a 
lesson. He feels annoyed and to her persistent query, he says that he is 
in the midst of hearing Beethoven’s trio in C minor. To his shock, 
Virginie reveals that Beethoven originally arranged it into a string 
quintet. At first Michael doesn’t believe it and says that if it would be, 
he would have heard it and played it. Virginie says that she has read it 
in Guide de la musuque de chamber and reads out the page to him- the 
opus 104 in two violins, two violas and a cell. 

Michael is frantically in search of the string quintet in C minor. 
He gets helpful information from Henry Watson Music Library about 
the existence of it. They have a set of parts for a number of quintets by 
Beethoven; one among them is what Michael is searching for. Since 
Michael is in London, they agree for an inter library loan. 

Michael hopes that he could find a recording of Beethoven’s 
string quintet in C minor somewhere in London. He makes a thorough 
search in all possible music havens but is unsuccessful. Finally Billy 
directs him to Harold Moore, where they keep old records. After much 
search, Michael gets it from the shop. 

In order to maintain the realistic quality of his narration Seth 
frequently changes his course of narration from present to past. Past 
and present are linked in this way and truthfulness of narration is 
established. Seth then narrates the past of his characters. Michael has a 
working class lineage; his father was running a butcher’s shop at 
Rochdale. Michael frequently reminisces his joyful boyhood days. He 
remembers a special incident in which he was caught hold inside a 
fridge in his house while he was playing the game of hide-and-seek with 
his friends. After a few minutes of terror, someone rescues him from 
the fridge. He becomes claustrophobic after the incident. 

Michael and his father used to collect turkeys from a nearby farm 
and the carcasses of the turkeys were piled in the fridge. This makes 
Michael nauseating and a sense of aversion engulfs him towards eating 
turkeys. “I was so unhappy at the thought of the very birds I was 
looking at turning into the lifeless mounds that stocked our fridge that 
I promised I wouldn’t eat my Christmas turkey, then or ever. Despite 
the aromas of the stuffing to tempt me and my father’s scoffing to goad 
me, I kept my resolve for one Christmas” (64). 

Michael is happy to spend this Christmas with his dad and his 
auntie Joan. This Christmas doesn’t going to be a white one, but the 
usual drizzly nondescript one. Seth effortlessly correlates Michael’s 
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present day happiness with his past one by resorting to retrospective 
narration 

Seth’s unraveling of Michael’s relationship with Julia also follows 
the same narrative path. Michael meets Julia after two months of his 
arrival at Vienna. Michael becomes enchanted by her playing a Mozart 
Zonata. They gradually get engage with each other and fall in love. 
Michael reminisces: “I had slept with other women before, and she had 
a boy friend once, but I was her first love, as she was mine. Nor have I 
ever been in love since” (83). 

It is music that cements their relationship. They play music 
together. They are astonished to see how harmoniously and naturally 
music flows between them. They set up a trio, incorporating their 
friend Maria, a cellist and play in and out of Vienna. Together, they 
were even accepted for the summer school in Banff. 

Seth’s masterful handling of realism in An Equal Music makes it a 
memorable work of fiction. Seth is conscious enough to bring the social 
discord between his protagonists Julia and Michael. The explicit 
harmony caused by music in their relationship is shadowed by the 
incompatibility of social status between them. Julia is from an upper 
class family; her father is a teacher of History at Oxford and in her 
household art and music areabsorbed without effort or explanation. 
Michael is from a working class environment, his father is a butcher 
and music is the least entertained one with his father. Michael’s father 
keeps an antagonistic stand with Mrs.Formby who lent a violin to 
Michael and he honestly believes that she diverted his son from the 
University. 

Seth often holds his wonderful control over narration. It is 
specially observable when he narrates Julia’s progression of deafness. 
The essential historical link with the past appears in the form of 
reminiscence through Michael. Julia’s mental tribulations over her 
progressive loss of hearing are mentioned in a careful but at the same 
time in an eloquent manner. Julia frequents Michael’s flat and on one 
such occasion, plays Michael’s piano. “Julia begins playing without even 
testing the sound of the piano”(i35). Michael doesn’t suspects her 
behaviour. There is no point in testing the sound of piano, for the 
music lies in her mind. She hears it through her inner ear; which will 
never fail, though her outer one do so occasionally. 

Julia’s playing music on piano brings Michael’s memory back to 
their student days at Vienna. This reinvigorates his love for Julia. He 
beseeches her to stay longer because “one trip down memory lane 
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deserves another” (134). But Julia is in a hurry. Here Seth expresses the 
angst of mothers, which is a universal reality, in a curious way. Seth’s 
tactics of prolonging the denouement applies here also. Julia is married 
to a banker and has a son. But Seth puts Michael in the dark about it. 
She shows signs of impatience while in company with Michael. She 
needs to take care of her child and while talking to Michael; “suddenly 
something occurs to her and she becomes white with anxiety. “Michael, 
I must go, it’s after three. I had lost track of the time. I’ve to go...to 
pick someone up”(io2). 

Michael hands her out the C D of Beethoven’s string quintet in C 
Minor, but he wants to keep its secrecy. Julia enquires about it when 
Michael mentions it. “Do you have it on CD?...may I borrow it? I don’t 
have time to listen to it now. And I don’t -I really don’t-want to burst 
into tears in front of you” (102). 

Even then Michael doesn’t suspect the power of her hearing. She 
demands from him its score so that she can hear it better through her 
inner ear than the outer. Seth’s superior narrative skill appears here, 
and he often dives deep into the psyche of his characters, to make them 
react realistically to the situation. 

Seth makes use of Luke’s innocence to reveal the most disturbing 
fact about Julia i.e. her deafness. This makes the plot more realistic. 
Luke says his mother gives him lessons on Piano, despite his dislikes 
and mumbles something inaudible about scales. When Michael 
complains, he says it is his usual way of talking. But Michael reminds 
him that she spoke so clearly a little while ago. Then he inadvertently 
reveals, “That’s because Mom finds it hard to hear me. She’s deaf’ (142). 
Luke soon realizes what mistake he has made and says desperately, 
“What I said. It’s not true. It’s not true” (142). 

Michael’s mind fills with unease and a desperate concern engulfs 

him. 

Seth’s creation of a realistic plot depending on the plausibility 
and truthfulness of a situation is admirable. Luke’s revelation of Julia’s 
deafness is quite accidental. Even before it, Seth gives us certain clues 
about Julia’s debilitating inadequacy. She often behaves unresponsive 
to many of Michael’s query during their meetings. When she mentions 
Virginie, she calls her the girl from Lyon for Nyons. Often Michael takes 
it as loss of memory. But he really dismays how they played together 
the violin. 
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“But we have played together, Violin and Piano, in Key, in time, in this 
room, and she played with an awareness so simple and clear that she 
must have heard the music we made” (148). 

Instead of falling out to melodrama, Seth’s description about 
Julia’s deafness and Michael’s reaction is too controlled and it differs 
from the sudden and acrimonious responses of his Indian characters he 
has made in A Suitable Boy. (For example: Mrs.Mehra’s alacrity on 
Lata’s affair with Kabir, Mrs.Kapoor’s tearful reaction on Maan’s 
relation with Saeeda Bai and Mr.Kapoor’s alarm on hearing Bhaskar’s 
missing on the Pul Mela ground). 

Seth’s narration progresses in a linear fashion at most of the 
movements in the plot. On Michael’s birthday Julia invites him for 
dinner. Michael always feels happy when he is with her. Seth uses 
linear narration to take the plot to its logical conclusion. Julia listens to 
what Michael describes about his team mates. Meanwhile the waiter 
interrupts to take orders. Julia always fumbles on account of her 
inability to hear what the waiter says. When Michael replies the waiter, 
she feels defeated. Seth describes her mental agony in a realistic way. 
When she couldn’t understand between “Espresso, cappuccino, latte, 
filter, decaffeinated or regular”the waiter baffles and he persists for her 
reply. She gets annoyed and decides to leave the restaurant (190). 

“He couldn’t know what was going on. I should have told him 
that I have a hearing problem and asked him to repeat the order. That’s 
the first thing we’re taught: not to be embarrassed about it. Why do I 
find it impossible? Is it because I can’t afford to let people in general 
know about me? Or is it that I’m just a coward?” (191). 

The play of irony is well evident here. A person who has a hearing 
problem and even doesn’t make out what the bearer says in a restaurant 
is going to play music among the fellow musicians. It seems a little 
improbable; but Seth’s treatment is that humans are products of destiny 
and with determination one can come out of one’s deficiencies. This 
optimism runs through the novel to the last moment where Julia plays 
the music of her soul. 

Seth’s perfect knowledge on European classical music makes its 
appearance when he narrates how Julia copes up with fellow musicians. 
She has to practise for The Trout, which they are going to play in 
Vienna. The Bass player in The Trout is at Vienna; therefore they can 
make a joint rehearsal only at Vienna. This is going to be a real problem 
to Julia but she tackles it cunningly. She requests Piers to arrange some 
bass players so that they can rehearse it at London itself. She says, “I’d 
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really like us to have a bass player for it. I don’t think we’ll get the true 
feel of the piece without it” (192). 

They admit her requests and play together. Julia makes a visual 
observance of various movements because she can’t hear what music is 
going on really. Julia follows the movements of the fingers of the Bass 
players, the bow of the fellow violinists and makes perfect adjustment 
with her own movement.Seth makes a very realistic narration of it, 
through Michael’s views. 

While her fingers draw music from the keys, her eyes move 
from Piers to Billy with the alertness of someone reading from 
the page. Their fingers, their bows, their breaks give her cues. 
At the beginning, where all the double bass would have 
uttered would have been a low continuous undemarcated 
growl, this is what she should have had to do anyway. But 
elsewhere I can see how much harder she has to work in its 
absence. And the visual cues that she would have got from the 
fingers of the bass player...but it is pointless to speculate 
about all this, when I feel that I am on a tightrope over a 
chasm listening to a bird rising from below and singling high 
above me, higher and higher: an odd image for a piece named 
after a fish (193). 

Julia’s deafness causes certain disharmony among the teammates. 
Here Seth’s description and analysis of their reactions are very realistic. 
Only a learned musician can express it in such realistic manner. Seth’s 
intimate knowledge with Western classical music comes handy on such 
situations. While practising, Piers notices some distraction on part of 
Julia. He enquires Michael what actually troubles her. When he is with 
Piers at his residence at Westbourne Park Road, he says to him, “It is a 
real pleasure to play with her, but we’re all puzzled...we’re not freaked 
out or anything, but, well, can you explain that problem with the 
opening of the Sherzo? Is it just a tic that happens sometimes?” 

Michael mumbles for an answer. But he assures piers, “I 
guarantee that when Ben Flath joins us, most of the other problems will 
disappear” (197). 

Piers, then makes a surprise request to Michael. He wants 
Michael to play violin in The Trout. Michael answers in the negative. 
But at the same time he wants to play with Julia. Michael becomes a 
prey in Piers’ hands. Piers’ cunning persistence finally makes Michael 
say yes. But the disastrous revelation of Julia’s deafness jumps out of his 
mouth at this moment. Piers actually wants Michael in his position in 
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The Trout as a substitute. But Michael admits that, “No, It’s more adhoc 
than that. I want to play with Julia. It may be one of the last times she”- 
-(200). 

Piers takes Julia’s deafness a disaster upon them, but Michael 
assures him, “She’ll give a great performance. She will stun you and the 
good burghers of Vienna, and Billy will call on the spirit of Shubert to 
bless us, everyone” (202). 

Michael feels he has betrayed Julia on revealing her deafness. He 
requests Piers not to reveal the matter to anyone else. Piers believes 
that Billy and Helen should also know of Julia’s condition for the 
smooth conduct of The Trout. Michael assures him that he himself will 
disclose the matter to them. 

Seth makes in-depth analysis of the mental tribulations of his 
characters. He narrates brilliantly how Julia saves herself out of the 
embarrassing situation of James becoming aware of her relation with 
Michael. Julia meets Michael after a few days; but to reveal her 
permanent departure from Michael. James and Julia are planning to 
leave for Boston for a month. They want a break. Julia says it to 
Michael, “He’s injured. I can see it, and I can’t bear it. In the worst 
days, when I could hardly recognize myself in the mirror, I saw in his 
eyes that I was myself. He helped me through. I can read him, 
Michael” (327). 

Seth’s narration moves further on, which reveals the intense 
regard Julia possesses for James. “I love him now. I can’t live without 
him”-declares Julia (328). She wishes for a second child so that Luke will 
get someone else to share with, and he will be less selfish than Julia. 
Julia’s domesticity wins over her passion for Michael. She hands over 
the record of Beethoven’s string quintet to Michael. That was the music 
both of them loved once. And it is what Michael is going to lose. In 
utter desperation, Michael flings the record into the pond in the garden 
in which they were meeting. The record sinks like the hope of 
Michael’s reunion with Julia (329). 

Seth’s dramatic ending of the novel is an example of masterful art 
of narration. Julia departs Michael; Michael’s life has become 
rudderless, he plays ‘The Art of Fuge’. He meets Piers at a Christmas 
party and knows from him that Julia plays in the Wigmore hall on the 
2 nd of January. Michael returns from Rochdale to London and reaches 
the hall; but the tickets are all sold out. People are taking an undue 
interest in the concert of a deaf musician. Michael is at his wits end, 
owing to the non-availability of tickets, and then as usual, as an 
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example of Seth’s dramatic narration, comes Billy with Piers. Having 
seen Michael ticketless, Billy offers his ticket voluntarily to him and 
keeps out of the concert. Michael enters the concert hall. Seth’s magic 
pen describes what happens then: 

She enters, looks at them (James and Luke ) and smiles. For a 
moment, for more than just a moment, she casts her eyes 
around, troubled, searching, then sits down at the piano. 

She plays without the music, her eyes sometimes on her 
hands, sometimes closed. What she hears, what she images I 
do not know. 

There is no forced gravitas in her playing. It is a beauty 
beyond imagining-clear, lovely, inexorable, phrase across 
phrase, phrase echoing phrase, the incomplete, the unending 
“Art of Fuge. It is an equal music (380). 

By playing Art of Fuge’ Julia declares her intense and perpetual 
love for Michael. In what other way she can express her love? Michael 
feels it rightly. “Music, such music, is a sufficient gift. Why ask for 
happiness; why hope not to grieve? It is enough, it is to be blessed 
enough, to live from day to day and to hear such music-not too much, 
or the soul could not sustain it-from time to time”(38i). 

Seth’s interlinking of external realities with his plot movement is 
exemplary. Every tragedy he depicts follows by similar one in the 
domestic scene of the characters. For example Seth narrates the intense 
relation Michael’s father keeps with his pet cat Zsa-Zsa and then he 
shows us what happens when the pet cat dies. The cat is the sole 
companion of Michael’s father and a great relief in his moments of 
loneliness. But when Zsa-Zsa dies it becomes a pointer to another 
death- a culmination- in Michael-Julia relationship. The news about 
Zsa-Zsa’s death and James’s message to call him back lie in his 
answering machine simultaneously. When Michael calls James back, he 
invites Michael for Julia’s birth day party arranged on next Wednesday. 
James understands Julia’s relation with Michael from a source Julia can’t 
identify. She says him, “These last couple of days he hasn’t been 
himself’(315). James is worrying about his wife’s drifting away from 
him. James invites Michael to the birthday party as a litmus test to 
understand Julia’s response when Michael appears before her 
unexpectedly. 

Michael hands over Julia a gift for her birth day. A bonsai, “twelve 
years old, that needs to be watered once every two days’. If she does 
not tend it- just like their relationship-it will certainly die (315). 
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On hearing James’ attitude on Michael from Julia, he tries to slip 
off from the scene. When he takes leave from James, he speaks to him 
in a tone loaded with double meaning. When Michael replies to his 
query that he is playing ‘The Art of Fugue’ now a days; James retorts: 

Julia’s fond of that-as you probably know plays bits of ...subtle 
music...I’m not a musician, I don’t know if I’m using the right 
word...but then, Julia tells me she’s pretty glad on the whole 
that I’m not a musician. Kind of paradoxical. If I had been, I 
would have been able to make music with her. On the other 
hand, when she lost her hearing, perhaps I wouldn’t have 
encouraged her to continue of course, it’s a hypothetical 
question, but it’s a relief for me to discuss it with someone 
who’s in the know”(316). 

Michael’s distress grows after the death of Mrs.Formby and 
departure of Julia from his life. He has to part with the Tononi Violin 
Mrs.Formby has given him years back. But surprisingly, Michael 
receives a note from Mrs.Formby weeks after her death, in which she 
conveys him the transfer of ownership of violin to Michael. Michael’s 
relief hasn’t any bounds. That was really a rebirth to Michael. 

Seth’s depiction of the technical side of western classical music is 
perfect. But this perfectness of technicality doesn’t hide the not so 
glamorous side of the music industry. It is evident from Michael’s own 
words; “Years of training, long hours of practice, pathetic pay-and being 
no good for anything else-and having no choice in what you play-you 
could feel trapped, even if you loved it once. I felt like that a bit, when 1 
was freelancing in London. Even nothing aren’t that easy”(Gupta 82). 

In every society there are certain cords and standards for every 
aesthetic activity. Music is also not an exception. Music as a form of 
art is valued not only for its aesthetic value, but also for its commercial 
values. Commercial values are always determined by the degree of 
acceptability which in turn is determined by the popularity of the group 
who plays it. It is a reality that in performing arts some ethnic group 
has an upper hand over others. 

Seth’s narration brings out certain realities that exist in the music 
industry. The music critic Nicholas Spare invites Michael for the 
Christmas party. Piers accompanies him. He says Michael that Erica 
Cowan has told him that their quartet is soaring; that they are playing 
all over the place-Leipzig, Vienna, Chicago etc. He wonders how they 
manage to get such wonderful venues. He adds, “There are two mafias 
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in Music, the Jewish mafia and the gay mafia, and Piers and I (i.e. 
Michael) between (us) have both bases covered” (57). 

Michael laments that a good review is long overdue for them and 
Nicholas replies that, that sort of things are decided by the editors. 
They are always behind opera and modern music-the most popular 
ones. Piers has only contempt for the editors. He says: 

“It is not the editors. It’s people like you who’re only interested in 
what’s glamorous or trendy. You’d rather go to the world premiere of 
some trash that a great performance of something that you’d find 
boring because it’s good”(58). 

Seth’s earlier training in Indian classical music makes him an 
ardent lover of Western Classical music also. It may be the undue 
popularity of Hindi film songs over classical concerts in India that leads 
Seth’s sentiments towards the world of classical music. In European 
society, Seth’s eye turns towards the meritorious rather than the trendy. 
This is a result of Seth’s deeply rooted interest and understanding of 
Indian aesthetic values. 

An Equal Music is shot through with elements of European 
classical legacy. It is based on the Greek myths of Orpheus and 
Eurydice that have haunted music lovers through the ages. Orpheus 
descends to the underworld to bring back Eurydice who died of snake 
bite, and sings so beautifully that Hades is persuaded to grant him his 
wish. An all too human weakness compels Orpheus to look back, 
something he has been expressly warned not to, and Eurydice, almost 
recovered, is lost again. A story articulating the anguish of loss made 
the more poignant for the unrealized recovery; it forms the 
underpinning frame and motif of the novel (Punekar 155). 

Plausibility of the plot throughSeth’s treatment of the unique 
reality of life 

Seth maintains the plausibility of the plot by bringing forth the 
unique reality of human life-i.e. the great game of the accidents. This 
larger reality of life is taken care of by Seth while fictionalizing everyday 
life in An Equal Music. Michael loses his hard earned record in the taxi. 
In such circumstances his taxi driver is expected to take the missed 
packet to the police station. And is what actually happens! 

“The taxi driver, I learn, should have taken it to a police station, 
and they would have sent it on to the London carriage office...That sort 
of thing happens all the time with umbrellas. If they hear anything 
they’ll get intouch” (47). 
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Michael’s accidental spotting of Julia in a bus- like the plot in 
Rishi Kapoor-Sreedevi starred Shantini- and his loss of Beethoven’s 
record in C minor are all happen accidentally. Anjana Sharma 
comments that, this accidental spotting of Julia is much like Bollywood 
in style. She writes: 

The return of Julia, for this is how Seth seems to write this 
sequence, is banal, British and Bollywood. In brief, the 
sighting of Julia takes place in the time-worn dual heritage 
that we in India who are English language educated and Hindi 
film viewing have long been familiar with: the loss of the 
beloved and then the recovery after many long years. Thus, 
whether it is the panorama of Indian films churned out from 
Bollywood(Mumbai),Tollywood (Kolkatta) or 

Mollywood(Chennai) they all work on this comforting plot 
premise (170). 

While Michael walks in a garden in Archangel Court, the 
gardener, Mr.Bob hands him over a packet a taxi driver delivered there 
for Michael. Bob remembers Michael’s packet when another courier 
agent delivers another one to some other frequenter of the garden. So 
accidentally Michael receives back his lost record. This is a very 
optimistic pointer to the future course of the plot, where at an 
appropriate moment Michael joins Julia. 

Michael hasn’t much savings and he has many expenses to 
manage. Michael’s decision to learn music is supported by his aunt 
Mrs.Formby. The Violin he possesses with is generously lent by her. 
Michael’s right on it depends on her will. Michael’s possession of the 
instrument may be taken over by somebody else at any moment. Even 
a single piece of wood i.e. the Violin hasn’t its certainty in Michael’s life. 
“It could be taken from me and lie unplayed, unloved, unspeaking in a 
cupboard for years...whose hands will follow mine”(V.Seth, Equal 56). 

Seth maintains plausibility while narrating the whole incidents of 
the plot, strengthening its realist character.Michael takes Mrs.Formby 
for a drive on Boxing Day. Mrs.Formby lends Michael her Violin when 
she comes to know that Michael is going to Vienna to become a 
musician under Professor Cal Kail. The Tononi Violin is with him since 
then. 

Now Mrs. Formby says to Michael that her nephew is insisting 
her for a will and pressuring her to set up a fund for her grand-niece’s 
education. Her nephew has been making enquiries and tells her that 
the violin is very valuable now. Mrs.Formby doesn’t like her nephew 
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but loves her grand-niece. Mrs.Formy is in dilemma, she has either to 
ignore her nephew’s demand or make Michael part with his Tononi. 

Michael becomes a victim of accidents of life. He wants to say 
Mrs.Formby to give the Tononi to him. How can he part with it, the 
sound of which has been a part of his life for almost 12 years? 
Mrs.Formby also doesn’t like it played by a stranger. Michael can’t say 
anything to Mrs.Formby. He is on the verge of losing his much loved 
violin. The fate is shaping Michael’s life in an unlikable manner. He 
becomes a victim of life’s cruel accidents and uncertainties. 

Seth’s narration of Michael’s spotting of Julia in a concert hall is 
also plausible. Michael and the three violinists-Billy, Hellen and Piers - 
play wonderfully at one evening in the Wigmore Hall Hayden’s Opus 20 
no 6 in A major, Mozart’s first of the six quartets and after the interval, 
Beethoven’s string quintet in C minor. The hall is full; they receive good 
appreciation from the audience. But the hall is devoid of any music 
critic of any stature. Michael feels too frustrated. After such a 
wonderful performance “not a scrap of newsprint to tell the world it 
happened” (91). 

Michael’s frustration soon changes to delight. After the concert 
and the congratulations he receives, the audience including Virginie 
leaves the hall. Michael looks around the room and his eyes fall on Julia. 

Julia reaches the Wigmore Hall without knowing that Michael 
was part of the Maggiore quartet. “I didn’t know you were in the 
Maggiore. I simply saw the monthly programme, and thought of Banff, 
and how we met them there” (92). That is how Seth makes his narration 
plausible. The possibility of such a meeting with one’s long lost love is 
reasonable and comprehensible. 

To Michael’s repeated query of why she didn’t keep in touch with 
him Julia replies that she can’t face seeing him again. Julia behaves 
rather impatiently and Michael, holding her hand asks her not to go 
and, enquires whether she will call him. Julia evades an answer, but 
assures him that she will meet him. 

Seth also prepares the reader for another shock; the cruel play of 
destiny in Julia’s life, i.e her progressive loss of hearing. Julia is cleverly 
avoiding Michael’s demand to call him; because she has already 
experienced the bitter turn of her destiny. She is gradually being taken 
away from the world of music by the cruel fate. 

To Michael’s surprise Julia discloses that she is accompanying 
them to Vienna in their next concert. She is going to play the Trout 
which consists of Piano and four strings. Their teammate Otto 
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Prachner suffered a heart attack and in place of him the management of 
the musileverein suggests Julia Hansen, who will play Schubert before 
the Viennese. In this way, Seth finds out a real situation of keeping his 
protagonists in intense relationship once again. A team mate’s 
accidental illness gives Michael the extreme pleasure of accompanying 
Julia to the earlier place of intimacy, that too to play music. Music 
defines them, music connects them. Michael is not playing in the Trout 
since a second fiddle hasn’t a place in it; but the mere presence of Julia 
is ecstatic to Michael. Seth masterfully weaves such unexpected events 
of life into wonderful realism which is fully convincing and true to life. 

Realistic style 

Seth justifies the first person narrative as it is notoriously difficult 
to write about an acceptable art form in an expository way, and 
therefore the only means to get into music through words was to 
describe the thoughts of someone actually a musician himself. The use 
of the first person narration becomes a device to get to the language of 
music through the point of view of a musician. Secondly, the idea of 
telling an intense love story in the first person held a greater appeal to 
him (Pandurang 153). 

In addition to what Mala Pandurang has pointed out, there are 
also other reasons for Seth’s insistence of a first person narration. Seth 
has firsthand experience in Western and Indian classical music. In 
order to make the narration realistic, Seth has relied upon an area of 
personal experience. By choosing a first person point of view, Seth can 
enhance the realistic effect of his narration. This is proved beyond 
doubt by the linear progression of the plot Seth has constructed. 

The title of the book is derived from Donne’s Valediction 
describing life after death, “...where there shall be no cloud nor sun, no 
darkness, nor dazzling but one equal light, no noise nor silence, but one 
equal music, no fears nor hope, but one equal possession, no foes nor 
friends, but one equal communion and identity, no ends nor 
beginnings, but one equal eternity”(epigraph to the text). John Carey 
suggests that Donne’s phrase of leave taking “yields apt meanings” as it 
brings out the balance between the four instruments that the quartet 
aims at, and the unheard music in Julia’s head matching the sound of 
her playing. Michael’s love for Julia, however, is not characterized by 
the balance, harmony and tranquility by that “one equal communion 
and identity” also mentioned in Donne’s Valediction (Pandurang 136). 
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Seth makes concrete images of the locale he has chosen for the 
narrative. Places like Vienna and London appear in the novel, which 
legitimize the author’s choice of the realist mode of writing. 

Seth has wonderful ability to conjure up visual spaces through 
aural cues. “Seth has the knack for bringing a place to life by homing in 
on its uniqueness, and in this novel, this uniqueness is in what the 
place sounds like. The rising song of a lark evokes the moors of 
Rochdale; London is represented by the songs of robins in winter and 
blackbirds in summer and by pigeons, Vienna is conjured up by the 
sound of nightingales, and Venice by the music of Vivaldi. Seth thus 
authenticates the novel by linking the profession of the characters with 
their sonic perception of the world (Gupta 91). 

Seth continues his style of versification in an ingenious way in An 
Equal Music also. When music or profound emotions surface, the prose 
becomes almost musical. Assonance, alliteration, rhythm and cadence, 
syncopated sentences with short words, lento with long vowel-filled 
words-all are used to achieve this effect. When Seth talks of Bach’s 
great unfinished, mysterious Art of the Fuge or when he thinks of 
Venice or Shubert, it is as if the novel existed in another, higher 
dimension. The plot is by no means particularly enthralling but in 
modern writing it is the style, not the substance that counts. The book 
acquires literary stature on account of Seth’s masterly handling. He 
gets the music right and the love right too. It is perhaps justifiable then 
that John Carey, the eminent English critic, has summed up his eulogy 
of An EqualMusic with these words of Tennyson. “Deep as first love, 
and wild with all regret”(Gupta 92). 

Seth clearly infuses music in the lines while composing his novel 
on a theme of music. For example: 

What is the difference between my life and my love? 

One gets me low, the other lets me go. 

O’ Luke, O Luke, rack me no riddles more (Mohanty 230). 

In Seemita Mohanti’s opinion, Seth’s novel is a rearranged verse 
novel in prose. She cites the following passage of the novel to exemplify 
her argument. 

These nights are cool, these days are bright with 
Spring. The low green on the trees has spread right 
To their tops, and in the park the wide, clear sight 
That I so much loved of lake and low knoll through nets 
Of bare twigs has been leafed out and curbed. The word 
Is in bloom, and if I am irked or sad it is due to the 
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Sense, more strained with the drift of each day, that it is 
Not mine to share. In a few days it will be may, 

And we will all be on that place (230). 

This is the rearranged version of the same passage in page 207 of 
the novel. Therefore An Equal Music can be considered a novel written 
in blank verse; but appears prose like. 

Seth has retained traits of classical realism in An Equal Music with 
care. The epistolary style preferred by the Victorian writers has 
changed into conversational mode through modern electronic gadgets 
like telephone, mobile phone and answering machine. The society 
which Seth fictionalizes is one that is modeled on consumerist ideals 
and the tempo of it is determined by breathless competition. The 
characters, being musicians have to cater to the changing needs of the 
audience. In order to exemplify Seth’s retention of classical realist style, 
telephonic conversation between Michael and Helen is sufficient. 

Michael is still in the bed in the early morning. They had a 
rehearsal in performing 'Art of Fuge’ for a programme in the previous 
night. Helen rings him up and discusses their altercation of position 
while playing the ‘Art of Fuge’. Helen prefers Viola to Violin to tune it 
down to D minor. She builds up a lovely conversation with Michael. 
When he identifies her voice she retorts: 

It’s a good thing it is. Remember, if you hear a woman’s 
voice, never volunteer a name. If you are wrong, she’ll be 
upset. 

Michael : “Helen, do you know what time it is?” 

Helen : “All too well. I haven’t slept a wink. I look 
frightful”. 

Michael : “What’s all this...about” 

Helen : “Why Billy is like that?” 

Michael : “Like what?” 

Helen : “unchocolatey. Soft with a hard centre” (V.Seth, 
Equal 122). 

Seth’s insistence on direct conversation helps to maintain the 
plausibility of the plot. The true mental tribulations of the characters 
are revealed and the links with the environment in which the characters 
belong are truthfully represented, thereby adhering to the fundamental 
concepts of classical realism. 

Seth’s use of dialogue is brilliant while unfolding the plot. Helen 
invites Michael for a dinner and she narrates how she came over her 
difficulty in playing her Viola. She meets Hugo, ‘an absolute darling’, 
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and in Stock Newington they get their Viola tuned perfectly. The flow 
of conversation interrupts frequently. Helen makes fun of Michael’s 
love for spinaches. She tells the waiter. “And my friend here wants 
some horrible spinach”. The waiter retorts, “We only serve excellent 
spinach madam” (160). 

Helen intermixes her attempt to get her Viola tuned and her 
distaste for spinach. 

“Well”, continued Helen, “the first try at rigging it down a fourth 
was absolutely hopeless. The string needed a huge amount of tension 
and the plates stopped vibrating. It completely clammed up...No: that’s 
for him...I really don’t see how you can eat it, Michael. I really detest it. 
When I was six I had to sit in the corner for a whole hour because I 
refused to eat it. I never didn’t say sorry either” (160-61). 

These profuse uses of dialogue maintain the contemporanity of 
the situation and make the plot so truthful. It makes the reader 
inclusive of the plot and infuses in him/her the immediacy of the 
action. The very particular treatment of day to day affairs thus becomes 
the well established practices of realism. The characters he picks up are 
commonplace. Often the characters slip into their past, thereby 
maintaining a link to a pre-conceived reality. 

Another trait of classical realist style in narration Seth maintains 
in An Equal Music is the presence of epistles in the text as a medium for 
unfolding the interpersonal relations. Julia’s letter to Michael turns out 
to be a crucial one in the text, through which Julia reveals her deafness. 
Though her son Luke reveals it accidently, Michael gets its 
confirmation through Julia’s letter, the longest one she has ever written 
to him. The tone is intimately personal with a touch of melancholy. 
Her feeling flickers as a low flame in a gentle breeze, but it steadies 
while describing her gradual progression of deafness. She writes: 

How did it all start?...It began about three years ago. At first I 
didn’t realize anything was wrong, though people seemed to 
be mumbling a lot, especially on the phone, and I began to 
sense that I was using a heavier touch on the key board. I 
wondered once or twice why I didn’t hear the birds so often, 
but assumed that, that year in New England we were having a 
quieter spring. I wasn’t playing with other musicians at the 
time, so catching my cues was not an issue. And when I 
listened to music I simply turned the volume up. A couple of 
times James did tell me that the sound level was a bit high, 
but I didn’t think too much about it. (150) 
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She no longer has any hope that her hearing will return. Her own 
immune system is eating away her middle ear. For Julia, being betrayed 
by her ear is unbearable because music is the heart of her life. 

Julia’s letter is followed by Michael’s; thereby sustaining the 
medium of communication. It is interesting to note that, even if Julia is 
capable of faxing her letter, she writes it in her own hand so that she 
can keep up the personal intimacy with Michael. As a writer, Seth has 
shown his consistency to a much used style of narration; heralding its 
efficacy even in the fast moving modern world. Modern day 
communication systems are fast sans the much needed touch of feeling 
that flows from one’s heart. 

Characterization in An Equal Music 

As in A Suitable Boy Seth cautiously develops the characters in An 
Equal Music. Seth’s masterful characterization is also visible in the text. 
Roopali Guta opines that the character development in this novel is 
exceptionally well done. At first glance, Michael, with his 
idiosyncrasies, his selfishness, hypersensitivity, his weak inner self, is 
not particularly likable. His mental processes are directed inward, 
shutting out the view of the world outside, festering in a mire of 
bitterness, self-resentment, and to a certain extent, self-pity. Even his 
affair with his student Virginie portrays him in a negative light, 
underscoring his inability to see much beyond himself and his own 
preoccupied feelings. But all these faults are redeemed by his innate 
goodness, honesty and above all, by his passion for music and for Julia, 
a passion that is quite beyond the grasp of lesser materials. It is a 
yardstick of Seth’s talent that the reader empathizes with Michael’s pain 
even as Seth reveals Michael’s narcissism (87). 

By bringing out the moral turmoil of down to earth characters 
Seth pays justice to the subject matter of his novel. The characters he 
selects are commonplace; just like the characters of Jane Austen, 
George Eliot, Emile Zola etc. They are all products of human 
insufficiencies. They are used to live with it. They constitute the major 
portion of the human race. This stark reality successfully transforms 
into fiction through the wings of imagination coupled with masterly 
characterization. The imaginative heart dissolves reality in its folds to 
give it reincarnation in the form of fiction. Thus Realism becomes the 
efficient vehicle for fictionalization to Vilcram Seth. 

Seth’s depiction of Michael is that of a man sunk deep in 
melancholy and pessimism. He is a character who fails in many ways. 
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Michael deserves compassion and Seth’s treatment of the protagonist of 
his novel is in tune with the reader’s sentiments towards this character. 
In his frantic efforts to track Julia down, Michael seeks help from his 
friend Erica Cowan. Seth’s meticulous detailing adds up to his power of 
characterization. While describing Julia to Erica Cowan, Seth draws a 
word-picture of Julia. “Well, I think her father’s one quarter Scots, but 
for all practical purposes she’s English. Well, English and Austrian, I 
suppose” (V.Seth, Equally). 

Michael as the first person narrator is constantly reflecting on his 
flaws, his restlessness and his inertia. He is aware that Julia recognizes 
in him, what he sees in himself “a volatility, a sense of resistance, 
roughness, impulsiveness, even at time of dark panic, almost brain 
sickness” (81). While Julia wants to move on with her life, Michael 
exists in the past, having monologues with himself, with his violin and 
with musicians and composers long gone. “I am confused by past love; 
its germs long embedded, half contained, have grown virulent again...I 
am eaten by futile pity. I make too much of much (Pandurang 158). 

Michael is overshadowed by loneliness and a sense of self. He is 
callous and insincere in his relation with Virginie and sinks deep in 
despair at his loss of Julia. He views his self as having become 
“irreparably imprinted with the die of someone else’s being” (158). 
Julia’s husband James Mcnicholl deals with dignity on his wife’s relation 
with Michael, but Michael is always melancholic and under attacks of 
panic whenever Julia mentions her husband. “When the tone of 
nostalgic sentimentality does not let up, Michael’s narrative of personal 
complexities begin to grow tedious. Michael’s long winding self- 
centred professions of loss and heartbreak begin to tire” (158). 

Michael’s decision to pursue music contrary to his parents’ wish 
of sending him to University, his mother’s lost battle to sustain their 
butcher shop at Rochdale, his father’s loneliness and incapacity are the 
causes of Michael’s melancholic nature. The collective support one 
enjoys in family circles as depicted in A SuitableBoy turns to solitariness 
and helplessness of the individual in An EqualMusic. 

Michael is jealous and suffering from self pity. Michael and Julia 
are spending the happiest moments of their life at Venice. They 
wander around the canalled city, practise their concerts and make love. 
They are more than a couple now. But on the eve of Julia’s return to 
London, Michael happens to read a note prepared by Julia meant to fax 
to her husband. Michael shamelessly reads it. Seth describes Michael’s 
shameful action. “It is a private communication, but my shameless eyes, 
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greedy for anything I can learn about her, compel me on” (V.Seth, Equal 
290). 

Michael’s rash behavior creates conflicts with his Professor Cal 
Kail. The conflict “had pressed itself so deeply” into Michael’s head that 
Julia’s defense of the Professor appeared to him “an unbearable 
betrayal” on her part. This temperamental incompatibility with his love 
is the immediate reason of Michael’s sudden and unexplained departure 
from Julia. He later regrets that Julia had acted so honestly and with 
great love. Now he realizes that “she had in many ways been the 
making of him” (82). 

Self-pity carves out Michael’s being. When it intensifies he 
plunges into the solitariness of his earlier life. There are indications 
that this self-pity leads Michael into nervous breakdown. When Julia 
goes back on a pledge never to return to perform The Art of Fuge to 
anyone other than himself, Michael ruthlessly disfigures the score of 
the first fuge that she had painstakingly copied with a dark brown ink, 
and presented to him for his thirty-eight birthday. “With water on my 
fingers I move along my part. Page after page I hear my smudging 
notes. The stuff dissolves, the heads and stalks blur into mine, and the 
water on my glass grows turbid brown. The waters seeps into the 
neighbouring voices, onto the pages not yet traced and bleared. As if in 
worth-down Braille my finger touch my name, that once you wrote, and 
look, I cannot read it any more”(347). He begins to lose concentration 
and suffers small panic attacks lasting a few seconds each when his 
hand and not his mind on the notes before his eyes” (312). Michael 
starts to suffer a different kind of deafness. “The more tense I am, the 
less well I hear” (354). Like Hamlet, Michael also hovers around 
indecisiveness and he leaves the Maggiore quartet and does dog food 
jingles for advertisement companies for a living. His utter 
disappointment comes out in the form of his sexual relation with a call 
girl Tricia. 

Seth’s characterization of Julia is highly appealing. She is sweeter 
and calmer than Lata of ASuitable Boy. There is a strong pull of familial 
ties in Julia’s character. She is conscious about its sanctity. The 
Europeanized Lata Mehra and a real European Julia have some 
temperamental correlations. Both see the family as the fulcrum of their 
being. 

Julia visits Michael at his flat in the early morning. She drops her 
son Luke at school and in the meanwhile makes use of her free time to 
visit Michael. He becomes totally astonished by her appearance. Julia’s 
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presence turns Michael’s flat into a home. She makes coffee for Michael. 
Michael makes his advances of love towards Julia. But she is cautious. 
She admits her love for Michael. But to see him or call him she has to 
think twice. She says: “It wasn’t simply that I was in the area. I wanted 
to see you. I want to see you. You are such a huge part of my life. You 
are. But I don’t want anything from you- anything complicated. 
Anything at all.Not that was simple then” (118). When Michael asks her 
to visit him again she admits her predicament, “I can’t just drop Luke at 
school and then come and see you. I can’t. It would be too-I don’t 
know-too dismal” (119). Instead of calling her over phone, she asks him 
to fax her so that she can avoid embarrassing James. 

So in the character of Julia, Seth effortlessly infuses the 
carefulness of Lata and devotion and love of Savita. Julia has a socially 
conscious mind. When Michael admires her blue eyes she blushes and 
says; “Don’t talk that way. It upsets me. I really don’t like it. I’m not 
twenty one any more” (119). Julia stands as a testimony of Seth’s attempt 
to inculcate Indian moral values with European social sensibility and he 
succeeds to a great extent in it. 

Seth depicts Julia as a character with purity of conscience. Man- 
woman relationship takes the realistic course in An Equal Music. By 
realistic narration Seth brings out the intricacies and conflicts arising 
out of personal prejudices in the novel. Julia intensely loves Michael, 
but once she has spent almost a week with him in Venice, she starts 
missing her family. She is cautious of what she is engaged with. Her 
action comes to unfaithfulness and to a certain extent dishonesty. She 
says to Michael: 

“I miss them, but that would be true even if I’d stayed on in 
Vienna. But it is not just that. Today I withdraw some money with my 
credit card, and I thought, the records will show this took place in 
Venice. I’m not used to thinking in that way. It’s a horrible sort of 
subterfuge” ( 275). 

Julia is not gullible but realistic to assess her dear ones. Michael 
enquires whether James has ever slept with someone else. Julia is sure 
that James is not such a sort of man. He did sleep with one woman 
long ago, when they were close; but never after they got married. This 
moral question haunts Julia. The confessional tone of the novel 
becomes clearer and stronger here. Julia comes to know about James’ 
infidelity from his own tongue. She is really conscious; “but that 
doesn’t excuse what I’m doing. It’s far worse because I love you; how 
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can I ever tell him that? The moment I think about things my head 
begins to spin” (276). 

Seth posts his narration on patriarchal mode where he places 
Michael the narrator of his story. Michael’s masculinity parades over 
Julia’s femininity and it goes contrary to western intellectual 
perceptions. Anjana Sharma points out that the erasure of Julia’s self 
hood, the refusal to grant her an independent intelligence, the 
consistent representation of her as lost, bereft, abandoned and in 
constant need of men to rescue her from her multiple confusions is not 
an innocent choice (GJV.Prasad 171). Seth places Julia consistently in a 
male frame work. This negation of selfhood and independent 
personality to the heroine is fictionally old-fashioned and aesthetically 
immature. 

Seth clearly demarcates the contrasts in Michael and Julia. Seth’s 
masterful characterization achieves this brilliantly. As a true realist Seth 
emphasizes the idea of domestication in his novel. He takes family as 
the epicentre of all events that take place in the novel. Michael becomes 
a member of the Maggiore Quartet; his family where he keeps a close- 
knit relationship with other members. It boosts his musical life, 
becomes the sole supporter and protector of his personal as well as 
musical life. Michael’s domestication gives him strength to tide over his 
intense agony of losing Julia. When Julia returns to his life Michael 
moves away from Maggiore Quartet, and later even from his own 
music. The two characters repel momentarily from their respective 
families, but Julia understands the costs involved better than Michael. 
Seth’s Beethoven-like creation of Julia as a character who can’t hear her 
own music confines her to her family; to the care of her husband and 
sweet but keenly sharp son. Julia’s deafness becomes a disguised 
assertion on part of the novelist for his concept of domesticity. Seth’s 
attempt to make Michael an agency to free Julia from this clutches of 
domesticity becomes feeble and once again the lovers separate from 
each other. 

Seth cherished these familial values from Indian culture. In the 
European context, family has another meaning. It is different from the 
traditional Indian views on family. Seth deliberately imparts this Indian 
notion of family to his European characters. This happens on female 
characters-especially in the case of Julia. The protagonist of An Equal 
Music- Michael, is flippant and often lacks self-confidence and evasive. 
When they reach Vienna this particular trait of character appears in 
Michael. He is the second violinist in The Trout. Piers has cunningly 
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alternated him in his position because of Julia’s deafness. Michael is 
anxious about his performance. “I’m anxious about tomorrow. It’s as if 
I can see Carl in the audience. Judging, disappearing, marking me 
down-I’m just worried, Julia. I shouldn’t be saying this to you” ( 232). 

Julia stands different. She is steadfast in her familial values and 
morals. Michael invites Julia to Venice, where they spent their youth 
during their student days. Michael wants to make a go back to the 
good old days of romance. But Julia is a changed person now, a wife and 
a mother. She replies to Michael: 

“I can’t...Michael, how can I go to Venice with you? Just think 
what you are asking me to do...please don’t look so unhappy. If you 
want, we could go to my mother’s place now, and we could both 
practice. And later go out for dinner” (232). 

Julia’s obligation to her family and its morals are very clear from 
her reply. Michael is so love-sick. He says, “I don’t know how I’ve lived 
without you all these years” (232). Michael’s passion and frustration is 
balanced by Julia’s sober nature and her pragmatism. One of the 
pertinent features of realism is the strength of characterization. By 
muolding Julia in such a good shape, Seth pays justice to it. 

Though Julia consents to Michael’s request for a journey to 
Venice, she regrets it later. When Maria overhears Michael talking to 
Julia about their journey she comments; “this is foolish” (246). Julia is 
silent for a while. She probably agrees with Maria about her consent. 
Later, in the eve of her journey Julia has a terrible dream in which her 
father drifts away in Danube.Her terrible dream is a pointer to her 
anxiety over the rapture of her relation with her husband James. The 
strong familial pull in her shatters her and she regrets that she has 
consented to Michael. Her own unblemished love for Michael urges 
her to take the extreme risk of deserting her own husband. Here Seth 
makes a wonderful balance of temperament-one pertaining to the east, 
i.e. Julia’s strong familial pull and the other pertaining to the west-the 
individuality one keeps in mutual relationship and unflinching 
declaration of personal freedom among all other things. Julia’s 
predicament is Seth’s own eastward pull in fashioning his characters. 

The character of Julia is modelled on the famous deaf 
percussionist Evelyn Glennie, who Seth once dined with and was 
amazed to discover later that she was deaf. He was then in the early 
stages of writing An Equal Music, and the idea of a deaf musician had its 
appeal. Seth explains that after he had decided to bring Julia’s deafness 
into the novel, he found a number of musicians who were quite hard of 
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hearing. Also, he interviewed doctors about deafness, so that the 
pacing of the onset of the disease was correct. He also took lip reading 
classes for thirteen weeks, in order to have a better understanding of 
how people who cannot cope with their ears cope through their eyes 
and in the case of musicians, also through the mind’s ear (Gupta 90). 

Even her growing deafness doesn’t dispirit Julia. She has full 
confidence in herself and bestowed with rich presence of mind. While 
talking to Michael in the Venice bound train, Julia explains the practical 
advantages of being deaf. She says: “When I go to a concert or listen to 
a recording, all I can get is some general sense of what’s going on. All 
the subtleties of other people’s playing are lost on me now. So when I 
come to play something myself, especially something I’ve never heard 
before, I’m absolutely forced to be original...not that originality by itself 
is enough” (253). 

Chapter two thoroughly analyzes the various features of realism 
in Seth’s three novels. Seth’s narrative strategy, characterization, realist 
style, depiction of social reality, truthfulness of plot and narration etc 
are discussed with an honest attempt to ascertain the particular realist 
characteristics of Seth’s novels. A writer’s social consciousness 
contributes richly to realism and the next chapter analyses how Seth, 
being a socially conscious writer, represents the society he fictionalizes 
and how it richly contributes to realism. 
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Chapter III 

Realism as Concrete Representation of Reality 

George Lukacs in his The Meaning of contemporary Realism has 
defined realist literature as a concrete representation of actual persons 
inhabiting a palpable identifiable world (24). In The Golden Gate and in 
A Suitable Boy Seth achieves this by the faithful representation of a 
vibrant society with all its intricacies and potentials. Whether it is 
California, Calcutta or Vienna, Seth’s meticulous eyes don’t allow to slip 
anything that makes a society relevant and contemporary. 

A writer’s Social consciousness is the consciousness he shares 
within a society while observing its various formations. It can also be 
defined as social awareness; to be aware of the problems that 
different societies and communities face on a day-to-day basis; to be 
conscious of the different cultural, political and civic aspects of the 
society. A writer with an acquired social consciousness derives his or 
her viewpoint from the mainstream culture which he/she tries to 
fictionalize. A realist writer uses his social consciousness to construct 
his ideology in formulating his characters and events in the narrative 
body of the text. 

The first level of social consciousness of a writer is embedded. 
Here consciousness is shaped without the awareness of social, cultural, 
and biological factors. It’s a kind of pre-social consciousness that serves 
as a baseline for development of the writer’s association to the society. 
The factors that form various strata of society interact with the 
cognitive and biological processes of the writer, while he lives in the 
society. This interaction slowly shapes the reaction of the writer to his 
society and his inner and outer experiences add to this process. 

A Realist writer with his greater human choice and creativity, 
begin to express the human spirit in the face of on-going social and 
political influences in the society. This is called self-reflexive social 
consciousness. Here people gain awareness of how their experiences are 
conditioned by the social world. 

Level Three is engaged social consciousness. At this stage, the 
writer is not only aware of the social environment but begin to mobilize 
his intention to contribute to the greater good of the society. This he 
achieves by projecting the society in a truthful and compassionate 
means. 
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In the next stage of collaborative social consciousness the writer 
shares his social concerns with the readers to apprise them the problem 
that engulfs the society and the possible remedies. Realist writers turn 
to the society to narrate the customs, rituals, and practices prevalent in 
the society so as to create a response from the readers he desires to 
address (www.noetic.org, Acc. 28.05.2014). 

Seth’s attentive eyes photographically represent the stark social 
reality prevailing in a society like California. John hesitates to heed 
Janet’s suggestion of advertisement to find out a partner because he 
feels- 

It’s a meat market, Jan. 

Goats and monkeys, bears, bulls, bidders, 

Buyers, grab me while you can- 
DWJSM, 50, 

Solvent, sexy, thrilling, thrifty, 

Seeks a bosomy brunette 
Who likes to play the flageolet. 

Let me make music with you, baby. 

Box 69 .1 will not share 

A column with such types out there (V.Seth, Golden 23). 

Finally Janet drafts an ad and sends it to Bay Guardian. She 
carefully drafts what John actually is. 

Young handsome yuppie, 26, 

Straight, forward, sociable, but lonely, 

Cannot believe that he’s the only 
Well-rounded and well meaning square 
Lusting for love. If you, out there, 

Are friendly, female, under 30, 

Impulsive, fit, and fun, let’s meet (30-31). 

Janet receives eightytwo responses and wonders what to do, 
which itself shows what malady has engulfed the Californian society. 

Through Jan’s advertisement for a mate for John, Seth unravels an 
important social issue that prevails in American society. John’s need is 
to make a person to person contact with a desirable female; and not for 
a long- term marital relationship. The individualism that arises out of 
increasing alienation of the individual from one’s community is the 
moot point here. A person needs the assistance of an inanimate object 
like a newspaper to ‘people one’s life’. An interesting analogy of 
matrimonial advertisement can be found in the study conducted by 
Rulchmini Bhaya Nair, where she studies the linguistic characteristics of 
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matrimonial columns (Pandurang 82). The marked difference between 
Indian and Euro-American matrimonial advertisements is that the 
former makes the bride and groom inclusive of the family where as the 
latter highlights the individual than the family. In the Indian context it 
is the family that seeks the suitable alliance; but in the Euro-American 
context the individual stands as his own, pushing the family and its 
collective will to the background. 

It is evident from Seth’s treatment of love and marriage that The 
GoldenGate is more Indian than American. The resultant alienation and 
loneliness John suffers is an evidence to this hypothesis. Liz and Phil 
make a peaceful and contended life whereas the solitary John becomes 
victim of his own individualism. John becomes happy when he shares 
the company of his friends which act as a larger unit similar to a well- 
knit family. 

Like A Suitable Boy, the central motif of the novel is the search for 
a companion in life. Seth’s sympathy with Ed and Phil and their 
homosexual relationship is his desperate attempt to Americanize his 
novel and in the meanwhile Seth inadvertently reveals his bias to Indian 
social values. 

Seth observes the Euro-American society closely and he 
transforms what he perceives to his familiar Indian context. It makes 
him an Indian writer; rather than placing him among European or 
American writers. Seth also brings out his characters’ social sensibility. 
When John asks why he had quit his job, Phil replies that it is for the 
world’s good, to save it from nuclear catastrophe. No better job awaits 
Phil, but because of the sheer call of conscience, he leaves his job, 
unmindful of his future. 

John can’t believe that Phil, ‘the whiz kid of computers,/Beloved 
of bosses as of tutors,/the author of that learned tract/On guidance 
system-Could in fact/Blow (his) career-and for dumb slogans’(V.Seth, 
Golden roq). Phil replies that before John’s payloads blow our planet, 
people like Phil will interfere to jinx their works. Seth brings out the 
contemporary nuclear politics here. A sensitive and socially conscious 
writer like Seth can’t shut his eyes towards the simmering question of 
nuclear holocaust. Seth shares Phil’s anxiety about our planet. 

John, take a look around us. 

Imagine that the first bombs found us 
Just as we are-as here we stand, 

A glass of liquor in our hand. 

There by the door is Van Goghs’s painting 


146 



Realism as Narrative Strategy: A Study ofVikram Seth’s Novels 


Of sunflowers. Here are all our friends 
And suddenly our small world ends, 

And our vile dust is swept up, tainting 
The hills, the vine guards, and the seas 
With irremediable disease (ro5). 

Seth devotes an entire chapter to bring to fore the impending 
nuclear calamity. Phil, an engineer with Datatronics quits his job for 
his anti-nuclear sentiments and makes a crusader of himself to warn 
the world about the catastrophe the entire humanity awaits. The issue 
also forms the underpinnings of several episodes-the long and 
passionate speech Phil makes in front of the agitators becomes a 
critique of American military and defense policies. He ruminates: “.... 
we will stand together,/As now; and with our common breath.../We are 
all here, no one is alien/Now radiation’s common laws/impel us into 
common cause” (207). 

Phil’s critique of the nuclear armament is that of a liberal 
humanist but he leaves several questions unanswered in his speech. 
John and Phil have a heated argument about the problem, which 
includes a debate on Russian politics. John extols American polity and 
Phil’s answers do not take sufficient cognizance of the role of U.S 
policies in nuclear proliferation. Mala Pandurang opines that Seth may 
be careful not to antagonize his American audience (102) and this is 
right. Many reviewers praised Seth’s novel as “American product” 
recognizing its American qualities (Punekar 95). Seth fails to see the 
complicity of the capitalist, economic and political interests involved in 
the issue. Thus his critique cannot be considered a complex and radical 
analysis of the most disturbing problem of the human kind; yet he puts 
forward certain stark realities. “...It’s been calculated/If only half our 
bombs explode.., mankind/-That radiant species-when it passes/Will 
leave the generous bequest/ Of death and blindness to the rest” 
(V.Seth, Golden22/\). 

Seth brings out the issue of homosexuality that has engulfed the 
American society. He is compassionate with its victims and he models 
his characters according to his perception on homosexuality. Phil 
meets Ed, warm-hearted, fun, and quick to please’ (ro8). The theme of 
homosexuality appears here; the relation between Phil and Ed ripens 
and the progression of the plot shows Seth’s unstinting support to the 
political issue of homosexuality. It is unlawful in India and Seth has led 
a campaign in India recently in connection with it (Punekar 92). It 
must be remembered that the issue of homosexuality was being raised 
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as a legitimate concern during the period of Seth’s stay in the U S. 
While Seth portrays his two homosexual characters with great deal of 
sympathy, he is quite aware that it is not a socially accepted mode of 
sexuality. When Ed and Phil first make love, the narrator anticipates 
the critiques of the official censor comparing him to an insensitive 
swine. 

Ed is under the pull of his conscience for his deviated sexuality. 
He is religious and follows catholic moral conceptions. Though he loves 
Phil, he is not devoid of the feeling of sin when he makes love with Phil. 

“Phil...I don’t know quite/if what we’re doing this...is right”?...I’ve 
prayed to God, to give us strength/To-Phil, I-oh my God, I’ve 
muzzled/Love’s only true voice, Jesus Christ,/Who came to earth and 
sacrificed”(V.Seth, Golden 123). 

This mental torment makes him a brooding personality. He 
confesses to Phil: 

The point is that my body is 
Not mine alone-I don’t disdain it- 
But it’s God’s instrument-my bliss 
Is in his will-and its perfection 
Resides in love, whose chief projection 
Is to give life all other use 
Falls short of this. It is abuse 
Even if lovers feel they’re loving’ (127). 

On the other hand Phil is devoid of any such moral dilemmas. 
He is bisexual and does not see anything strange in his relations with 
Edward Dorati(Ed). He replies: 

Why should you think that he would mind 
My touch, your trembling, our caresses... 

If anything, I’d say he blesses 
The innocent bodies that express 
So forthrightly such happiness (128). 

John’s incomprehension, shock and disgust at receiving the news 
of his best friend’s relation with Edis a critique of the dominant views 
on sexuality. Punekar writes: 

“There are thus three major perspectives on homosexuality in the 
novel. John’s disgust represents the dominant conservative faction; 
Phil’s passionate defense of sexual difference shows the liberal view; 
and Ed represents the religious perspective” (93). 

By projecting three different mode of sexuality, Seth tries to 
project a balanced stand on the basic instinct of human beings. Phil’s 
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bisexuality is at odds with Ed’s homosexuality; but John stands entirely 
for heterosexuality. Seth has to make a balanced approach among the 
accepted practices, without shunning his liberal views. In the liberal 
and moral universe of his art, heterosexual relationships do win over. 

Family plays a unique role in The Golden Gate as it is part of the 
Indian culture. His other two later novels also place family at the 
pivotal role. In The Golden Gate Seth presents two types of families- 
biological and cohabiting-Doraties are the former type; where they 
nurture their children in communion with nature, engages in farming 
and wish their children after marriage should add up their family. The 
other kind of family is made through cohabitation and friendship. 
Though a divorcee, Phil maintains a family through friendship and 
close knitted relationships. The fragmentation in the social units of the 
metropolis makes such families possible. Though diffuse, the members 
of such families do enjoy the cohesion one expects from a unit of 
family. The activities at the Dorati vineyard and the wine pressing are 
similar to the Olive picking and pickling at Phil’s. Chuck is adopted by 
Phil, an orphaned child of his friend and Mrs. Craven provides the 
mothering to both Chuck and Paul. Phil’s campaign against nuclear 
catastrophe reveals his notion of the world a unified family and his 
angst is to save it from annihilation. “If the inescapable loneliness of the 
individual in the contemporary metropolitan world is symbolized by 
John, Phil stands for the humanistic conception of the community as 
family” (Punekar 89). 

Seth frequently reminds us the conciliatory role of the family in 
The Golden Gate. Though divorced from his wife; Phil still loves her 
and he is apprehensive about his son and his loneliness. Phil feels; 

“I guess his misses/His mother even more than 1 / It’s been a year, 
Claire, since your leaving./ If you just knew how he’s been grieving-/or 
what it’s like to be alone/When you are six. Couldn’t you phone/Or 
write just a few lines, or visit/Him sometimes-” (V.Seth, Golden 77). 
Philip Weiss (Phil) married Clair Cabbot against her parents’ “wasp 
sting of advice” (78) and lived for six years. Clair then feels Phil 
dominates her and separates, leaving behind Paul and Phil alone. The 
narration runs on high sentimental ground. Phil assures his son that he 
will never leave him and says, “in fact, you know, you’ll be the one, 
/when you have grown up, to leave me, son” (80). 

American social issues are the reflections of the malady of the 
hypermodern. Albert Borgman in his study brings out the real cause of 
discontent in the contemporary American society “as the artificial 
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culture of consumption”. Taking into account issues of economics and 
culture; science and technology; and history and philosophy, Borgmann 
presents a case against the contemporary condition of 
hypermodernism, which he regards as “a direct descendent of modern 
technology”. He describes this condition “as devoted to the design of a 
technologically sophisticated and glamorously unreal universe”(7). The 
resultant hyperactivity is indicative of a nervous restlessness in the 
concerned culture. Society is given direction by a vanguard of people 
who “succeed” under tremendous pressure, and family, culture and 
religion are insubordinate to the pursuit of materialistic success. Seth’s 
attempt is to satirize the fragmented human life in such a hypermodern 
society where relations between individuals are determined by the 
materialistic needs of the society. Seth dramatizes the existential angst 
through his characters and foregrounds the need of strong family bonds 
and social cohesiveness as a solution to the perils of hypermodernism 
and individualism. 

Seth’s treatment of the social issues in The Golden Gate has the 
flavour of regionalism in it. At the same time it can easily be 
extrapolated to the global level. The social phenomena of the modern 
American yuppies are no longer a USA specific issue. Economic 
liberalization and globalization and the resultant spurt of consumerism 
have created similar sociological issues in countries like India also. 
Multinationals make use of the weapons of consumerism as an effective 
weapon for coercion and dominance over the third world countries. 

Mala Pandurang observes that “the crisis of the yuppies’ is now 
also to be found in Indian metropolitan cities. In the very first chapter 
of The GoldenGate, the lonely young John Brown moans to himself: “I 
am young, employed, healthy, ambitious/ Sound, solvent, self-made, 
self-possessed/But all my symptoms are pernicious/The Dow Jones of 
my heart’s depressed”. It is not uncommon for the young upwardly 
mobile Indian professional to measure his/her social worth against the 
current status of a ‘Dow Jones’ or stock market Index” (77). 

Seth realistically depicts the immigration of the young talented 
software experts in India to America. The exodus began in the 80s. The 
new immigrants from Asia contributed to the industrial growth of the 
American society. Mala Pandurang points out a study conducted by 
San Francisco based Public Policy Institute of California, which she 
claims has revealed that immigrant Indians and Chinese contribute to 
the high-tech growth of Silicon Valley by running nearly twenty five 
percent of the software companies there. In the line... “to ambitions 
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ulcer alley/Young graduates with siren screams/Of power and wealth 
beyond their dreams”(V.Seth, Golden 6) Seth echoes this social reality. 
The young graduates with their entrepreneurial dreams found a land of 
their dreams in America, and found its gratification even above their 
wildest of dreams. The case of Sabeer Batia is an example. He 
established his free email company ‘Hot mail’ which became an 
overnight sensation, and then sold it out to Microsoft for over $300 
million (98-99). 

As a socially conscious writer, Seth deliberately imparts his 
cultural background of his mothercountry in his European characters. 
In that way Seth’s work differs from that of an author of 
British/American descent. Michael, though he is separated from Julia 
for about ten years, still holds her very dear to his heart and he is an un¬ 
successful lover in maintaining relationship with girls. Mutual 
faithfulness is the determining factor in the stability of Indian families 
and it is this important social determiner Seth tries to impart in his 
European characters. When Virginie and Michael retire for their 
hometowns to celebrate Christmas, Michael doesn’t show any 
particular interest to call Virginie or even to remember her. “Oh 
Michael, you’re such a bore, “You are always half asleep. Such a boring 
fit”(V.Seth, Tgua/77). Virginie in her frustration addresses Michael a 
boring old git. It is a fact that Michael is sixteen years older than 
Virginie. Michael is an exception to an average European youth who 
frequently changes his love and leads a bohemian way of life. Michael 
is emotionally well attached to Julia, just like an Indian youth, who 
maintains a permanent relation with his partner through wedlock. 
Michael’s emotional attachment with Julia is irrational and unusual in 
the European context. It is Seth’s Indian characteristics and his firm 
belief in Indian familial values that guides him in creating such a 
character like Michael. 

Seth’s Indian background overshadows his European experience. 
Even though he has years of firsthand experience with European culture 
it is still inadequate to project a perfect cultural base to his Eurocentric 
third novel. Rohini Mokashi Punekar points out that Seth’s depicting of 
European life suffers certain inadequacies. She writes: “It is significant 
that Seth cannot write about Michael’s memories of his mother with 
any degree of familiarity, or the little lived experience of an English 
childhood; the author’s imagination perhaps found it difficult to locate 
the reality of a childhood from the inside” (158). 
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Seth’s Indianness also reflects through Julia’s notion of family. It 
is undoubtedly clear that Julia finds her happiness with the 
cohesiveness of emotion with her family. Julia-now Julia Hansan-with 
her son Luke, is a close knit unit of happiness. When Julia and Michael 
meet, she half-heartedly responds to his kiss. “She half responds then 
draws quickly away. For a few seconds she looks away from me, as if 
trying to collect herself’(V.Seth, Equal 107). It is her commitment to 
her family that pulls her away from Michael’s embrace and kiss. 

Julia slowly discloses to Michael that she is married and to his 
query whether she is happy she replies, “I think so. Yes” (108). The 
years of separation Julia reminisces with detachment and she speaks 
about the past as if‘From a surveying distance’. When Michael calls her 
‘darling’ she says: ‘Michael, don’t call me that’ with sadness (109). Lata’s 
impassionate approach to love differs from Julia. Julia is still passionate 
with Michael, but the commitment to her family pulls her backwards. 
Both the characters share a common approach to their family-its 
cohesiveness and happiness based on mutual submission and selfless 
service. 

Seth’s depiction of Julia echoes the demeanour of a faithful Indian 
wife, who is not dare enough to be unfaithful to her husband. Julia flirts 
with Michael, but she is sensitive and cautious so as to keep it away 
from James. Michael at a precarious moment does reveal to Piers the 
fact that Julia is going deaf. He feels a sense of betrayal on his part. His 
intention was to keep Julia in company with her teammates without 
being embarrassed. When Julia meets him at his flat, Michael discloses 
the matter to her. Michael’s confession confuses her and she fears that 
he has disclosed their relationship to her husband James. This thought 
terrifies her. 

“Julia, he knows. I had to tell him”. 

She looks at me with something akin to terror. 

“But I was with him last night -1 couldn’t get out of it”. 

«tj yy 

1 m so sorry . 

“But I was with him last night, says Julia”. 

“With whom”? 

“With James” (203) (emphasis added). 

The fear Julia shows is that of an exposed Indian wife, who is 
fearful of ruining her marital bliss. But when she learns that it was her 
deafness that has exposed, it shatters her beyond description. She 
leaves Michael’s flat ‘without even waiting for the lift this time’ (205). 
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Michael makes a cautious attempt to weave a web of love around 
Julia. But he is conscious of her social status. Married and having a 
son- so Michael has to protect Julia from any possible breakage of her 
close-knit family. His intense love for her also makes him restless. 
When he tries to send her a message; he makes it sure that anything 
revealing his identity should be wiped off. “Consulting the manual of 
my fax machine, I remove my name and phone number from the 
information that would ordinarily be printed at the top of the message 
upon transmission, and send it to her” (124). 

Michael has to protect the dignity of Julia as a married woman. 
His moments of separation are unbearable to Michael. He consoles 
himself; “If I have survived ten years of absence and vacant regret, why 
are three days so unbearable?” (125). 

Though Michael is rash and impulsive in his love for Julia, he is 
cautious to honour her social dignity. When she makes repeated visits 
to his flat, he discloses his intense love for her and thinks; “Falling back 
in love with her, whom I had never forgotten, is inexpensive for me. 
For her, who had succeeded in putting me out of her mind, whose very 
name has changed to another’s, it could be costly indeed”(136). 

The communication between them is through German. So 
nothing reveals before her husband who is an American. She really 
feels betraying her son Luke by advancing to Michael. Julia is afraid of 
those words. ‘They’re so blunt and fierce’- thinks she (136). 

Michael befriends Luke. He meets Julia and Luke on his street, 
while Julia arrives to take Luke back home from school. Julia feels a 
little unease to introduce Michael to Luke. But they become friends 
soon. Luke asks Michael where he met his mother. Michael replies that 
it was in Vienna. But he doesn’t sound too pleased when he asks: “did 
you meet Mom before she met Dad?”(i42). Though he is a small boy, his 
question reveals that he is fully aware of the implications of his 
mother’s association with Michael. 

Seth brings out a very common European social reality, Viz. 
promiscuity and related rapture of relationships. Relations are 
shrouded in mutual suspicion and the resultant loss of peace of mind. 

After meeting Julia, Michael almost neglects Virginie. He doesn’t 
answer her messages nor he calls herback. She complains about 
Michael’s indifferent attitudes. 

“Are you seeing someone new”? She asks (125). Virginie feels that 
Michael is sleeping with someone else. When he says that he has to 
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visit Eric Sanderson to show him his violin that malfunctions along 
with Helen, she asks: 

“Helen...why didn’t you tell me you are going with Helen”. 
Michael replies evasively- “Because you didn’t ask me. Because it isn’t 
important. Because you don’t have to know every detail of my life” (r26) 

An irritated Virginie shouts an abusive expression in French- Va 
te faire foutre” (Fuck yourself) and bangs down the telephone (r26). 

This can be compared to the theme of domesticity Seth narrates 
in A Suitable Boy. The entire novel runs on the major theme of 
Mrs.Mehra’s search for a suitable boy for Fata. The strength and 
reassurance marriage brings to a person’s life is narrated through an 
epic length novel. When Seth transplants his social sensibility to the 
European soil, that very strength, mutual devotion and submission in 
personal relationships are conspicuously absent. There, the relation 
becomes mechanical, devoid of the warmth of innocent love. 

In the European scenario, personal relationships are too transient, 
and abruptly broken around unfaithfulness on part of the lovers. This 
social reality makes its appearance through Michael’s relations with 
Virginie, his music student. Ever since Michael reunites with Julia, he 
makes a steady retreat from Virginie. He doesn’t reply her calls, nor 
does he visit her. She is always complaining about Michael’s behaviour. 
Finally the relation breaks. 

Virginie’s anger and frustration hover around her suspicion that 
Michael is sleeping with someone else. Her suspicion is right, though 
in a lighter way. Michael’s life has once again started to move around 
Julia. 

The same transience is visible in Julia-Michael relation also. Julia 
is so uncertain. She visits Michael at her own convenience. Michael 
feels ‘like a kept man’. He tells her: “You visit me; I can never be same 
exactly when. Then I can never tell whether you’ll want to make love or 
not. When you’re here I’m ecstatic, and the rest of the time I go around 
wondering exactly when you’ll turn up. And you bring me goodies, 
which I like-but when will I ever wear your cuff-links except on stage” 
(166). 

Julia then asks Michael a very disturbing question. “And Virginie, 
does she-did she-pay you”.Michael replies: “Yes, for lessons, of course” 
(r66).Julia makes another query:“And did she sop when you began 
making love?”(r66). This question surprises Michael. A blunt question 
Michael never expects from Julia. The relationships are devoid of their 
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warmth and moves only around bodily passion. This is the ditch to 
which western society has fallen-so unredeemable. 

Michael’s relation with Julia progresses contrary to public 
morality. Julia is family-bound. Her husband George and sun Luke are 
her world. But she can’t forget Michael. She visits him in the absence 
of her husband. Michael and Julia once go for shopping together. 
Michael is apprehensive of being found out their relationship by Julia’s 
husband. In the shop Michael reminds her. “We’re going to bump into 
one of your husband’s colleagues” (179). Julia assures him that 'they’re 
sitting in Cannay Wharf advising the world about pharmaceutical 
mergers” (179). Michael can’t withstand the ecstasy of shopping with 
Julia-the sales girls look at them and smile as if they are couples- 
Michael feels dizzy and he crumples down. Julia takes him out. 
Michael’s anxiety of trespassing the established conventions of the 
society makes him tense to an undue proportion and he crumbles 
down. 

The abstract and the concrete. Realism as mimeticism in A 
Suitable Boy 

Sethmakes almost photographical representation of many of 
India’s cultural and religious festivities in A Suitable Boyand in addition 
to this; he makes a thorough analysis of the formative years of post¬ 
independent India by exploring the history of the period by 
concretizing certain historical figures in his fictional world. Thus he has 
made a two pronged strategy-one cultural and the other; political¬ 
armed with the essential assimilatory social consciousness a creative 
writer should possess to complete his unbiased and faithful 
representation of the Indian society. 

A kaleidoscopic presentation of India’s varied religious and 
cultural festivities are strewn in the length and breadth of A Suitable 
Boy. Thus Seth has succeeded to achieve a panoramic view of the 
Indian society that can easily be assimilated by any reader from an alien 
culture. 

Seth has narrated in detail a plethora of Indian festivals in A 
Suitable Boy. He has a special eye for details. Celebration of Holi is one 
among them. The inebriated Maan with his friends Firoz and Imtiaz 
join Pran and Savita to celebrate Holi and when it turns to Prof. Mishra, 
ends disastrously. Savita was at first hesitant to heed to Maan’s request 
to play Holi with him, understanding his inebriated state. But Maan 
reassures her. “Savita opened the door cautiously. She was wearing an 


155 



Realism as Narrative Strategy: A Study ofVikram Seth’s Novels 


old and faded salwar-kameez and looked lovely, laughing and cautious, 
half poised for fight. 

“Maan held the packet of pink powder in his left hand. He now 
smeared a bit on his sister-in-law’s forehead. She reached into the 
packet to do the same to him” (74). 

But Maan behaves in an uncontrollable way under the influence 
of Bang and Savita exasperates under his attack. Bewildered Mrs.Mehra 
and Lata look from the interior of the house; but nobody interferes to 
resist Maan. Finally Savita burst out. “Stop-cried Savita, outraged. What 
a kind of cowards are you? Why don’t you help me? He’s had bhang, I 
can see it-just look at his eye...” (74). 

Maan behaves in a ridiculous and irrational way when 
Prof.Mishra comes to Pran’s house. “So you are the notorious professor 
Mishra...How wonderful to meet so infamous a man!”- Greets Maan 
(76). Finally Maan and Imtiaz pushed Prof.Mishra into the tub 
containing pink water; the Professor is trembling with wetness and 
emotion. He walks away dripping down the steps and out of the 
garden. This causes Prof. Mishra to be more antagonistic towards Pran, 
and he retaliates at the time of selection of the Reader to the 
department. 

Seth makes a glorious description of Pul Mela, which is a proto 
type of the unique Kumbh Mela. It is one of the greatest religious 
conglomerations of people to worship a river, which hasn’t a parallel 
anywhere in the world. 

Dipankar is contended having got a guru in his pursuit of truth. 
He is enjoying special treatment at Sanaki Baba’s camp. Sanaki Baba 
insists Dipankar to stay with him so that he can conveniently go for a 
bath in the Ganga three times a day besides avoiding a tedious journey 
from the residence of Mr. Maitra to the bathing ghats. The Baba 
humorously says that Pul Mela is getting bigger and bigger every 
season. “What a mela this is. Each year it gets bigger. And every six 
year it explodes. There are thousands of Babas. There is a Ramjap Baba, 
a Tota Baba, even an Engine Driver Baba. Who knows the truth” (710). 

Seth’s narration of the Pul Mela incident is an example for the 
mindless religiosity of the superstitious Indian mass.Every pilgrimage 
has its own tragedy also. It is a regular incident in many parts of India’s 
holy places, where people throng unmindful of their personal safety. 
Here at Pul Mela also, a stampede occurs when a group of naked Naga 
saint’s procession is blocked near a ramp that smoothed people’s flow. 
Many were stranded above and below the ramp, and the stranded 
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people haven’t any space to move. Veena, her friend Priya, Bhaskar and 
other members of both the families are also caught up in the stampede. 
When Ram Vilas, Priya’s husband sees his wife crushed, and tries to 
move towards her, Bhaskar, whom he is carrying over his shoulder 
topples over his back. Veena manages to get hold of the boy. After 
some time, the ramp collapses, crushing many people to death. Veena 
sees people die in front of her. Her mother Mrs.Tandon is nowhere to 
be seen. In the mayhem, Bhaskar slips off her hands. “She felt the small 
hand slip, palm first, and then digit by digit, out of her own” (733). 

Within fifteen minutes more than a thousand people die. 
Dipankar has been witnessing all these just fifty feet away. There isn’t 
anything he can do. He sees the old man whom he acquainted in the 
boat get hit by an angry naga, when he tries to cross their procession to 
move to a place of safety. He falls down and blood is streaming from 
wounds on his shoulder and back. He tries to get up but gets crushed 
by the surging crowd. ‘The mangled body of the old man remained like 
a piece of debris washed up the tide’ (734). 

Seth is recreating here the actual tragedy that occurred at 
Allahabad on 3rd 

February 1954, where hundreds of people were crushed to death in the 
Kumbha Mela stampede. Wikipedia, the online encyclopedia has the 
following report. 

In 1954 Kumbh Mela, a stampede occurred on 3 February in 
Allahabad in Uttar Pradesh state oflndia.The incident took 
place on the MauniAmavasya, the main bathing day on New 
Moon. During the festival of that year 4-5 million pilgrims had 
taken part, which was also the first Kumbh Mela after the 
Independence.The figures for the tragedy varied according to 
different sources. While The Guardian reported more than 800 
people dead and over 100 injured, the TIME reported "no 
fewer than 350 people were trampled to death and drowned, 
200 were counted missing, and over 2,000 were injured". 
According to the book Law and Order in India over 500 were 
dead. (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1954_Kumbh_Mela_stamp 
ede Acc. 03.02.2013). 

The ministers and other V.I.Ps who are watching the processions 
from the ramparts of the Brahmpur fort become dumbfounded by the 
tragedy. Home Minister L.N. Agarwal is the most affected, for he fears 
it is his moral responsibility that is at stake. He is also equally worried 
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about his daughter, Priya, who has gone for the Mela. In a mixed 
feeling of affection and fear he prays to Ganga Mata. 

The extent of Pul Mela disaster is too terrible. The administrative 
arrangements are under full swing. The Chief Minister and Home 
Minister are monitoring the situation. L. N. Agarwal is like Arjuna in 
the Kurukshetra battle field and can’t contain his mental tribulations. 
He remembers the lines in BhagavatGita. 

“Whenever his faltering mind 
Unsteadily wanders, 

He should restrain it 

And bring it under self control” 

As the mind of Arjuna faltering in front of the Kaurava Army 
Agarwal also is weary, and in full need of support. 

“Krishna, the mind is faltering, 

Violent, strong, and stubborn; 

I find it as difficult 
To hold as the wind” (737). 

The dead bodies are strewn in the courtyard of Pul Mela police 
station basked in the hot weather. “Many of the bodies were horribly 
distorted, many of the faces crushed. Some of the dead looked merely 
asleep, but did not brush away the swarms of flies that settled thickly 
and filthily on their faces and wounds” (738). Terrified and sobbing 
men and women are searching for their loved ones among the dead. 
Some of them are violently shaking their beloved’s motionless frozen 
bodies as if to enliven them back to life. 

Children separated from their parents are housed in a temporary 
shelter near the police station. The names of their parents are 
broadcasting continuously and many of the parents are laying their 
dead in the nearby police enclosure. 

When his daughter’s call ‘Papa’ falls in his ears, Agarwal’s relief 
hasn’t any bounds. He thanks God, for they are alive but is equally 
distressed on hearing the news of the missing of Bhaskar, the 
grandchild of his political rival, Mahesh Kapoor. Agarwal consoles 
them, a consolation he himself doubts to be hollow; and when the time 
passed all of them plunge into a deeper and deeper sense of 
helplessness. 

A Suitable Boy has abundant scenes of communal amity in it.It is 
also the time of Muslim’s fasting month of Ramzan. Devote Muslims 
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have been observing fast during the day time but after sunset it is the 
time of feasting and celebration. Noble minds like Nawab has forbidden 
any celebration in his own household, in the light of Pul Mela calamity; 
but in certain quarters of Brahmpur town, celebrations are going on. It 
is amidst the news of the disaster, which must be known to everyone, 
and it embitters even noble souls like Mahesh Kapoor (741). 

In response to the Chief Minister’s request, students of Brahmpur 
University volunteer themselves for relief work. Kabir is one among 
them, and when he is in the relief camp a fat middle aged man brings 
an unconscious boy and Kabir immediately identifies him as his father’s 
mathematical companion. He cannot get much information from his 
absent minded father when contacted except his name as Bhaskar, but 
gets a lead to Sunil Patwardhan. When contacted he discloses that 
Bhaskar is Kedarnath Tandon’s son and grandson of Mahesh Kapoor. 
Kabir contacts Prem Nivas immediately and the Minister himself 
attends the phone. The Minister is a little rude while answering Kabir 
because of his exhaustion and distress, but Kabir apprises him of the 
situation and wants them to take back the boy at once. Within 15 
minutes Veena gets her son back in her lap. Mahesh Kapoor, on 
hearing Kabir’s surname as ‘Durrani’ realizes that disaster knows no 
religion’ (746) and apologizes for his rudeness he had shown to Kabir 
while answering his call to Prem Nivas. 

A truthful representation of the superstitious Indian mind is well 
pictured by Seth in his novel. It is a custom on Shraadh day Brahmins 
are given sumptuous feast in memory of one’s loved dead ones. 
Mrs.Roopa Mehra usually has to wage a war with Arun to prompt him 
to do the deed in memory of his dead father, and she usually wins. 
Mrs.Mahesh Kapoor is not so fortunate with her husband who does not 
believe in such superstitious practices. He says to her: 

How can you believe in such idiocy? In those grasping 
pundits and their mumbo-jumbo? “So much food set aside for 
the cow. So much for the crow. So much for the dog. And the 
rest I will eat. More! More! More puris, more halwa”. Then 
they belch and holdout their hands for alms: “Give according 
to your grace and your feelings for the departed one”. I even 
know of someone who gave snuff to a pandit’s wife because 
his own dead mother liked snuff! Well, I won’t disturb my 
parent’s souls with such mockery. All I can say is that I hope 
no one dares to perform Shraadh for me (1026). 
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The cultural diversity of Indian society is truthfully brought out 
by Seth in his magnum opus. Rendition of gazals of Saeeda Bai and her 
musical concerts are some of the cultural specific details Seth 
incorporates in his narrative body of A Suitable Boy. During Moharram, 
Saeeda Bai conducts a musical treat called Soz in her house. Hindus are 
not invited to the occasion, since it is strictly a religious affair. With 
her shrilling recitation overdosed with emotion, she is making the 
audience spellbound and the pious women are beating their chests on 
remembering the slain Imam Hussain. 

And that accursed mercenary pulledoutof the bloodied spear 
The Prince of Martyrs bowed his head in gratitude to God 
The hell-bent, brutal Shamr unsheathed his dagger and 
advanced- 

The heavens shook, the earth quaked seeing such foul, odious 
acts. 

How can I say how Shamr put the dagger to his throat- 
It was as if he trampled on the Holy book itself! (1044). 

On hearing the emotion chocked voice of Saeeda Bai the audience 
cried ‘Toba! toba! Ya Allah! Ya Allah! Ya Hussain! Ya Hussain! Singing 
and lamentations continued; meanwhile Firoz gets a look at Tasneem 
and he becomes spellbound by her enchanted beauty. 

Firoz had heard Soz before, but it is nothing when compared to 
this one. Many of the persons gathered are weeping out of sorrow. 
“Saeeda Bai’s eyes were closed; even for this supremely controlled artist, 
her art had passed beyond her own restrained. Her body, like her voice, 
was shaking with grief and pain. And Firoz, though he did not realize 
it, was himself weeping uncontrollably” (1045). 

Moharram is followed by Ramlila celebrations. India’s multi¬ 
religious culture is being beautifully narrated by Seth. India is a 
wonderful playground of many beliefs and faiths and the 
synchronization of all these forms is the crux of its culture. Seth does 
not fail to record its splendor and excitement in his magnum opus. 
Ramlila celebration is marked by a procession carrying theeffigies of the 
mythological figures and the people acting the part of Rama, Lakshman 
and Sita as narrated by the epic. Effigies of Ravana, the demonic king 
and Rama, Lakshman and Sita are all made with wood, cane and 
coloured paper. Red-light bulbs are used to make the eyes of the 
effigies. Children play the part of the monkey army, with whose help 
Rama reclaims Sita from the custody of Ravan from Lanka. People play 
their part well and devotees choke with emotion when they witness the 
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reunion of Rama, Lakshman and Sita with Bharat and Shatrughnan. 
Bhaskar fills with joy witnessing all these celebrations and Maan also 
takes part in it hilariously. 

On the Ram Namavi day, another procession is taking place from 
Baitar House to the city of Imambara. The Baitar House tazia is 
famous. ‘It had been made many years before, and was a magnificent 
affair of silver and crystal. Each year on the ninth day of Moharram it 
was carried to the city of Imambara, where it was displayed overnight 
and the next morning. Then, on the afternoon of the tenth day, 
together with all the other replicas of the tomb of the Imam Hussian, it 
was carried in a grand procession to the ‘Karbala’, the field outside 
Brahmpur specially designated for the burial of the tazias’ (1050). 

The administration has taken elaborate arrangements for a 
peaceful and event-free passing out of the procession. Hindu areas are 
avoided as far as possible. Timings are matched so that by night fall all 
the processions throughout the city would have arrived at the central 
destination. 

There are certain signs of cultural assimilation between Hindus 
and Muslims. The processions are one example. Each community 
imitates unknowingly to make their processions more splendid and 
colourful. Firoz definitely feels it. ‘...each year there’s something 
astonishing to see. Last year there was one in the shape of a double¬ 
storied peacock with a woman’s head-and only half a dome to tell you it 
was meant to be a tomb. We’re becoming Hinduized” (1051). 

Rakhi is being celebrated in India as a mark of respect and 
protection to one’s sisters and brothers. It is otherwise called Raksha 
Bandhan. Veena in the early morning goes to Prem Nivas and ties a 
rakhi around Pran’s wrist. Bhaskar is also with her. He demands a rakhi 
from the baby. Savita being happy kisses him and offers him to make a 
rakhi. Mrs.Mehra’s bag contains materials for a hundred one. Veena 
also visits Baitar house where she ties rakhi to Firoz and Imtiaz. Savita 
writes letters to her brothers on the rakhi day. Rakhi is a festival of 
brotherhood and Veena’s care to tie rakhi on Firoz and Imtiaz shows its 
conciliatory nature in respect of communal harmony. Rakhi is one 
among the innumerable festivals Seth narrates in the entire length of 
the novel. 

Seth is a socially conscious writer and it explicitly reveals when he 
narrates the rising consciousness among the under privileged. The 
untouchables of Brahmpur are asking for their legitimate share in the 
Ramlila celebrations. Jagat Ram of Ravidaspur is their leader. Usually 
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it is the realm of the upper caste Hindus to be swaroops in the Ramlila 
processions. Jatavs of Misri Mandi have the opinion that they would 
make a separate procession there if they are let out of the main 
procession. Even after independence untouchability remains a truth in 
India. One of the Jatav boys has a lethal experience in the previous year 
at the hands of the caste Hindus. He is eighteen years old, and he 
makes the mistake of imagining that he had gained exemption from the 
generalized loathing of the upper-caste villagers. He cycles around the 
village singing film songs on the bicycle he had bought out of his 
earnings and when feels thirsty, he makes the mistake of asking for 
drinking water from an upper caste Hindu woman. That night the boy 
gets beaten up by a gang of upper caste men, ties him to his bicycle and 
smashed to bits. ‘The details had been too horrendous for even the 
newspapers to print (1039). 

Untouchables are helpless in the villages. There aren’t anybody 
to guarantee them dignity and status. Upper caste mindset hasn’t 
moved a little and they believe that a cobbler should always be a 
cobbler; a sweeper should always be a sweeper and so on. 
Dr.Ambedkar, Nehru’s law Minister had asserted that ‘Hinduism had 
nothing to offer those whom it had cast so pitilessly out of its fold. He 
had been born a Hindu,...but he would not die a Hindu!(io39). Dr. 
Ambedkar along with his followers later converted to Buddhism and 
thereby he kept his words before his death. 

Trade in early days of independence was as exploitative as today. 
Banks and other financial institutions were shying away from their 
responsibilities to help the poor. The banks were nationalized under 
Mrs.Gandhi’s rule. Seth gives a faithful picture of the exploitative nature 
of trading in India; where the plight of the untouchables is given a 
shocking exposure. 

The shops were elevated three feet or so above street level to 
enable them to place their baskets at the edge of the cloth 
covered floor for examination by a possible buyer. Kedarnath, 
for instance, might take a pair of shoes out of a basket 
submitted to his inspection. If he rejected the basket, the 
seller would have to run to the next wholesaler-or took in 
another arcade. Or Kedarnath might offer a lower price, which 
the shoemaker might or might not accept. Or Kedarnath 
might husband his funds by offering the shoemaker the same 
price but less cash, making up the remainder with a credit 
note or ‘chit’ that would be accepted by a discount agent or a 
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seller of raw materials. Even after the shoes were sold, the 
material for the next day remained to be brought, and the 
basket-wallahs were virtually forced to sell to someone not 
too late in the evening, even on unfavourable terms (99). 

Seth narrates many instances of explosive communal situations in 
India. The wounds of partition in India in the 50s have not yet been 
healed and only a small spark is necessary to blare up a bushfire of 
communal tension. The state of Purva-Pradesh and its capital 
Brahmpur was once the battleground of Hindu-Muslim rivalry. The 
least tolerant of Mughal emperors-Aurangzeb razed a holy Siva temple 
into pieces and built the Alamgiri mosque in its place. Aurangzeb 
imposed the poll-tax on unbelievers which affected the citizens of 
Brahmpur. 

Before the temple was razed, the priests sank the Siva linga in the 
shallows and sands near the cremation ground by the Ganga, and the 
knowledge of its location was passed from generation to generation. 
Muslims detested the secret phallus of the Hindus the most and when 
they could destroy it, they did so with a particular sense of righteous 
disgust’ (198). After partition the priest tired to rebuild the destroyed 
Chandrachur temple but without success partly because of the 
unawareness of the exact location of the hidden linga and partly 
because of the non-cooperation of the Archeological Survey department 
which safely believed that for the peace of the public ‘it (the linga) was 
safer horizontal under the sand than vertical in a sanctum’ (198). 

The blemished pages of history remind us of the forgone saga of 
bloodshed and hatred that rewrote the destiny of the two major 
communities of mother India. Realist fiction cannot shun its allegiance 
to history and any present day realities have its roots enmeshed in the 
past history. It is that inevitability of history that Seth reminds us 
through his narration of the much cliched Hindu-Muslim animosity in 
his novel. 

Riots and their spontaneous eruption are one of the major themes 
discussed in length and breadth in partition fiction and in certain 
extent other novels of the same period. Seth also turns his attention to 
the simmering communal discord that prevails in the country even 
after three years of independent governance and the fire fighting done 
by senior politicians of the country. As usual in Misri Mandi the 
skirmishes between the drunkards in a local pub turns out to be a 
widespread violence. Trading community is always at the receiving end 
and they are already facing ire from the Jatavs of the area. Jatavs are the 
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polluted caste and traders are always reluctant to touch their shoes. 
This explicit social reality often leads the Indian society to disastrous 
levels. Seth is making a very realistic description of the system of 
governance in such situations of emergency. The ministers are making 
visits to the affected area, the District Magistrate and Superintendent of 
police are commanded over phone and often bullied, keeping in mind 
the treatment the political class had received from the officials during 
the British Raj. There is also nepotism and partisanships and politicians 
are clandestinely supporting their interests. This is evident when the 
Home Minister L.N. Agarwal commands the District Magistrate to 
guard Govind Shoe mart, Bhahmpur shoe Mart etc. L.N.Agarwal is from 
the trading community and he is receiving election funds from many of 
the traders. So he can’t be thankless to them. When the District 
Magistrate points out the precarious situation the scant police force is 
facing and the imminent threat to the nearby Siva temple, the Minister 
retorts, “God will take care of the Shiva temple. I am in close touch with 
many members of the committee; do you think I do not know the 
circumstance?”. ‘Krishan Dayal, the District Magistrate had been in the 
army during the war, but he was rattled by the ‘Home Minister’s calm 
air of almost dismissive interrogation and command’ (232). The political 
class is slowly reigning power over the bureaucrats, and wants to show 
them that they are the real rulers of the country. 

Seth brings out the Ayodhya issue in a disguised form. The 
temple-mosque conundrum is one of the hottest political and social 
issues in independent India. Here in Misri Mandi, near the Alamgiri 
mosque a Shiva temple is under construction and all the pleas of the 
community against it isgone unheeded. The land contiguous to the 
mosque belongs to Raja of Marh and its legality is in dispute. As the 
temple construction progresses, the Imam becomes tense and he fears, 
‘the barbarians were at the gates’. ‘They prayed, these infidels, to their 
pictures and stones and perpetuated themselves in ignorance and sin’ 
(233). This ignorance and mutual distrust is the cause of all the 
communal flare-ups in India. The Imam makes an inflammatory speech 
after the Friday namaz and there is a riot on that day. 

In the Hindu dominated demography of Brahmpur, Muslims are 
marginalized in many ways. The Imam fears that their evening call for 
prayer will be drenched in the blowing of the conches. Muslims are 
being gotrid of from the police force. This is a sinister design to enslave 
the Muslims; fears the Imam. They do have the feeling that they are 
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living in a hostile environment. The Imam’s speech is filled with all 
such bare truths and it instigates the believers to resort to violence. 

With a handful of policemen, the young District Magistrate 
Krishan Dayal handles the mob fury in an amazing manner, supported 
by his head constable’s wise advice. The District Magistrate has the 
egoless heart to heed to the rationality of a head constable, which 
avoided a major calamity. The Dy. Superintendent is a lazy man who 
loves to take his bribes peacefully and he assures the D.M that nothing 
is to be worried. A mob of thousand Muslims are marching towards the 
Shiva temple. The District Magistrate gives orders to fire, when 
commanded. Among the twelve police men many of them are Muslims. 
During the British Raj the police force was predominantly filled with 
Muslims so that the Raj used them effectively against Hindu 
congresswallahs. This ‘divide and rule’ policy has its returns. The head 
constable with the District Magistrate is so embarrassed to shoot the 
fellow Muslims and advises the D.M to adopt a better tactic to avoid 
bloodshed. D.M concedes to his advice, though a little disgruntled in 
his communal feelings buried deep in his heart. It was his wise advice 
that saved the situation. 

Sahib, if you take my advice—,said the head constable 
quickly, ‘we should not stand here where we will be 
overpowered. We should stand in wait for them just before 
they turn the last bend before the temple-and just as they turn 
the bend we should charge and fire simultaneously. They 
won’t know how many we are, and they won’t know what’s hit 
them. There is a ninety-nine percent chance they will disperse 

(237)- 

That tactic works. One or two men die and others get dispersed. 
The District Magistrate contains the violence successfully. 

Seth narrates another gruesome violence that took place during 
theRamnavami and Moharram processions. A group of about twenty 
men accompanied by drummers are trying to cut across the procession 
in order to get to the imambara with the tazia. Some are beating their 
chests in sorrow for Imam Hussian, in the hands of others are chains 
and whips tipped with small knives and razor blades with which they 
lash themselves mercilessly in jerky compulsive motions...the two 
policemen accompanying the tazia bearers try to clear a path for them, 
but this is too much for the people of Misri Mandi...who are waiting so 
long for a sight of Lord Rama... This atrocious and violent interruption- 
this lunatic mourning that make a mockery of the enactment of Shri 
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Ramachandraji returning to his home, his brothers, his people, to 
establish his perfect rein-was not to be born. The monkeys, who have 
just been leaping about in uncontrollable joy, angrily throw flowers 
onto the tazia, shouting and growing aggressively, and then stand 
threateningly around the intruders who were attempting to force 
themselves across the path of Rama, Sita and Lakshman. 

One of the mourners slaps the back of an actor playing Rama with 
a chain. His dark blue skin staines red-blood. As far as the Ramlila 
processionists are concerned, it was God himself who lay wounded 
there. 

Crazed by the sight of the wounded Rama, the man with the 
fireworks seizes a lathi from one of the organizers and leads the crowed 
in a charge against the tazia procession. The tazia lays smashed on the 
ground. ‘The sight of the crushed tazia made them mad’, resulting into 
a butchery. Each side goes on a killing spree. Many lay dead. The 
drummer, who drummed in the Moharram procession the other day, 
also lays dead, their head half hacked. Soon the riot spreads to the 
other parts of Brahmpur. Hindu shops are gutted. Muslims kill every 
Hindu they could find on the way. All these killings are ‘doubtless, to 
the greater glory of God (1056-58). 

Maan and Firoz accidently come in between a maddening crowd 
of Hindus in the way of Bharat Milaap. They haven’t enough time to 
run off. One young man among the crowd threatens Maan with a blood 
stained Lathi. Maan shouts that they are not Musalmans. The skeptic 
then demands Maan to recite the Gayatri Mantra and Maan could 
mumble a few lines. They become doubtless. But they become 
suspicious of Firoz, Maan’s repeated swears are fruitless and they are in 
a murderous rage towards Firoz. In the darkness Maan cannot identify 
anybody else, but in a flash of light he could indentify one Nand 
Kishore, a school teacher and Maan tries to reason with him about their 
dastardly act. It hasn’t any effect, and when the blood thirsty young 
man is about to charge Firoz with his lathi, Maan catches hold of his 
throat and growled, “He is my brother...more than my brother...if you 
harm one hair of my brother’s head-if even one hair of his head is 
harmed-Lord Rama will seize your filthy soul and send it flaming into 
hell-and you’ll be born in your next life as the filthy krait you are” 
(1061). Maan’s heroic act works. Cashing their confusion, they flee 
from the scene and somehow they reach at Kedarnath’s house. They 
lodge the trembling Firoz there. 
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The city is ablaze. In a rare show of solidarity and brotherhood, 
Veena goes to her neighbour, two rooftops away from her house at that 
tensed situation and makes a telephone call to Baitar house to pass the 
message that Firoz is with his sister-and perfectly safe. She also 
instructs them that no search party for Firoz should be sent out, and 
the matter should not be talked to anyone. She has the memory of 
partition in her mind andshe acted in accordance with the principle of 
Rakhi, ie. protection and brotherhood. 

Muslims and Hindus are juxtaposed in a diametrically opposite 
way in the novel. Kabir is melancholic and forceful but Haresh is calm 
and steady. Maan is boisterous while Rasheed is mad.The Nawab is 
isolated and introverted but Kapoor is sociable.These are a few 
examples of the explicit dichotomies in the novel. 

Muslims are differently placed among the Hindu neighbours in A 
SuitableBoy. They are represented as ‘serious, more melancholic, more 
self disciplined and with the kind of goals and expectations which self 
discipline, somehow more repressed, more unhappy more replete with 
possibilities of the tragic’. All of which explains why characters such as 
Rasheed, Durrani and the Nawab are so visibly represented as being 
“outside” the human world of A Suitable Boy, even nurturing a 
resentment towards human beings as an unwelcome distraction from 
the world of mathematics or Urdu poetry (Almond 93). 

Though India attained independence from the British, the vast 
majority of the Indian public is landless. This stark social reality is 
given adequate representation in the fictional body of A Suitable Boy. 
This representation is rather mimetic than metonymic. Mahesh Kapoor, 
being the revenue minister is contemplating the introduction of a land 
reform bill in the Purva Pradesh assembly. The mighty land-holders 
like the Nawab of Baitar will be at the receiving end, had the bill got 
materialized. Abolition of Zemindari system was the much coveted 
dream of our freedom fighters. “Don’t worry, don’t worry, my father’s 
bill will never pass”- Mann consoles Firoz (V.Seth, Suitable 19) 

Seth narrates the genesis of the Zamindari Abolition Bill, which 
paves the way for the deterioration of the landed gentry. In the post¬ 
independent India land reforms is a major social issue and many states 
in India brought out far reaching legislations for the benefit of the 
under privileged. In the fictional state of Purva Pradesh, the same thing 
happens and Seth gives us a graphic picture of the impending social 
change. 
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When the Purva Pradesh assembly is discussing the issue of the 
Zamindari Abolition Bill, Mahesh Kapoor along with Maan visits Baitar 
House. He is informed that the Nawab Sahib is in the library. Having 
waited for some time the Minister loses his patience and goes directly 
to the library. A meeting is going on there. The Raja of Marh, and the 
famous Barristers the Bannerjies are there, discussing ways of scuttling 
the impending Zamindari abolition bill. So Mr.Kapoor’s presence is the 
least welcome one. In an apologetic gesture Mr.Kapoor takes the hand 
of the Nawab to show his solidarity with him and his regret in his 
incapacity to help the Nawab when his home was under siege. Raja of 
Marh; in a vituperative retort says Article 362 of the constitution 
protects the private properties and it is on this fact of constitutional 
provision that the Bannerjis are weaving their legal defense. The 
drunken Raja makes a sudden growling forward lunge towards the 
Minister; but he stumbles down by a chair. Baitar House is a symbol of 
aristocracy that struggles for existence, and Mahesh Kapoor’s 
determined steps to dismantle the age old system of oppression and 
injustice; despite his warm hearted relationship with the Nawab is 
heroic. 

The legality of the Zamindari abolition bill is under debate before 
the Hon. High court of Purva Pradesh at Brahmpur. The eminent 
lawyer G. N Bannerji is particularly appearing for Nawab and generally 
for the Zamindars’ side. He is assisted by Nawab’s son Firoz. 
G.N.Bannerji is questioning the competency of the judges on matters of 
constitutional law which is only a sibling in the Indian context. By 
making use of various provisions of the constitutional law, Bannerji is 
proving it unconstitutional and illegal the attempt made by the 
Government to acquire the property of private citizens. Bannerji 
strongly argues that the state illegitimately delegated its powers on 
another authority. The Nawab becomes optimistic about the outcome 
of the case after hearing Bannerji’s argument. 

After the argument is over, the Nawab exchanges pleasantries 
with Mahesh Kapoor, who is there in the courtroom witnessing the 
fiery performance of Barrister Bannerji. In addition to the nuances of 
legality of the dream Bill of Kapoor, he is equally troubled by the recent 
political undercurrents that have been taking place in the national 
political scene in general and the Congress party of Purva Pradesh in 
particular. Delimitation of constituencies is expected any time, and the 
tussle between him and Agarwal may turn into a new direction if either 
of them is affected by the delimitation bill. Nehru is facing diatribe 
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from his right wing counterparts and he genuinely feels that the 
Congress is no longer a home for him. Kapoor honestly believes that 'if 
Nehru could be persuaded to leave the party and fight the next 
elections on his own platform and with a new party, he would win!’ 
(694). 

Firoz also argues the section allotted to him by his senior counsel 
Mr. Bannerji. The outcome of the argument is impressive and he feels 
so happy. But that happiness overshadows his thoughts about the final 
outcome of the case. He feels that “when a government is determined 
to get its way it usually does so by one means or another. And history is 
against our class” (698). The apprehension of the landed gentry is 
clearly visible in these words of Firoz. The Zamindars are clutching 
upon the last plank of their ruined ship before they will be pulled down 
to the fathomless pit of the ocean of social change. 

The Raja of Marh, though occasionally in slumber in the court 
room wakes up at a critical moment of the argument. In his unbalanced 
state of mind, he thinks that the case is going in favour of the state. A 
disturbed Raja moves forward to the aisle and pleads with the bench 
that his land and his life are at stake. ‘He glared belligerently upwards, 
as if he were about to charge the bench’ (702). The bench orders him to 
be removed and the Watch and Ward do it reverentially. Raja’s exit 
from the court symbolizes the inevitable exit of the system of 
Zamindari and the apathy it receives from the law of the land. 

The post-partition paranoia and the resultant embitterment is a 
painstaking reality in the context of the subcontinent. Hindus and 
Muslims suffered each other when the nation was cut into two. The 
survived victims have those unpleasant memories still afresh in their 
mind. This causes Mrs.Tandon unease in presence of the Nawab of 
Baitar, “She had been willing to tolerate talking to the Nawab Sahib 
though he was a Muslim, but when he mentioned comings and goings 
from Pakistan, it was too much for her imagination. She felt ill” (21). 

Seth meticulously imparts certain social symbols in the narrative 
body of his magnum opus. In A Suitable Boy Cuddles becomes a symbol 
of the social ascendancy and snobbishness of the Chatterjis. In An Equal 
Music the pet cat Zsa-Zsa becomes another social symbol- as a symbol 
of depression and loneliness. It is always associated with Michael’s 
father. Zsa-Zsa becomes the much loved companion of his father, ever 
since his mother died. After a long gap, Michael visits his father at his 
hometown of Rochdale. His father was dozing off with Zsa-Zsa in his 
lap. At home Michael receivesunhappy news. His next door neighbor 
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dies of liver cancer. Another neighbor Irene Jackson divorces, Susie 
Prentice’s husband runs off with her best friend...Zsa-Zsa becomes the 
mute victim of all these social discords, as she sits dispassionately on 
Michael’s father’s lap(62-63).The Golden Gate as well as his later novels 
portrays the world of pets as social symbols at different levels. In The 
Golden Gate pets become part of the family, their role sometimes 
disastrous in mutual relationships.In the case of John-Liz relation 
Charlemagne is an irritant. The crazy cat causes headache to John by 
urinating in the sheet and spoiling his reports. He says to Liz: 

“Enough’s enough! Liz, don’t appease him. 

Have that cat neutered. It’ll cure 

All his aggressions, that for sure” (V.Seth.Go/den 175). 

Seth’s novels also reveal the cosmopolitan characteristics of the 
author. In postcolonial theory, cosmopolitanism is viewed “as a concept 
that tends to recuperate a form of universalism based on a notion of 
shared belonging or shared responsibilities, commonalities and inter 
subjectivity” (Srivastava 157). It emerged in the critical parlance as a 
reaction to excessively restrictive notions of identity and identitarian 
politics. Amanda Anderson gives a definition of cosmopolitanism that 
highlights what she considers to be one of its most important and 
productive aspects-detachment: ‘cosmopolitanism endorses reflective 
distance from one’s cultural affiliations, a broad understanding of other 
cultures, and customs, and a belief in universal humanity’(157). 
Cosmopolitanism is distinct from transnationalism which implies a 
process in which formations that have traditionally been perceived as 
restricted to well-defined political and geographical boundaries have 
transgressed national borders, producing new social formations’ (ibid). 
Cosmopolitanism always presents itself as normative, as a condition to 
aspire to. Cosmopolitan etymologically means a citizen of the world. 
As Bhaba says, “It is to the city that the migrants, the minorities, the 
diasporic come to change the history of the nation” (320). 

Chapter three discusses how Seth depicts the society in his novels 
with all its variations and complexities. Seth’s social consciousness 
contributes richly to realism because of his adherence to truthfulness 
and unique sense of the cultural intricacies of the society he 
fictionalizes. Realism plays its pivotal role in representing the society 
Seth fictionalizes in a truthful and convincing manner. The next 
chapter concludes the findings of this study. 
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Chapter IV 
Conclusion 

Vikram Seth’s use of Realism is unique with respect to other 
writers of Indian origin. Various concepts on Realism have used to 
analyze his novels to ascertain the features of realism in it. By his own 
narrative strategy and uniqueness of social concern, Seth has segregated 
himself out of the bandwagon of other realist writers and established 
his prominence over others as a major writer of the subcontinent. 

Through in-depth analysis of various viewpoints on realism, a 
definition of realism that suits Seth’s novels has been established. The 
important socio-economic undercurrents that lead to the birth of this 
narrative mode is discussed in detail and thereby thoroughly 
establishing the affinity of Indian writers in English to adopt this 
particular narrative mode that suits well for fictionalization of Indian 
society. 

Views of some of the stalwarts of realist criticism such as Edmond 
Duranty, George Lewes, Balzac, Henry James, Maupassant, Edwin H 
Candy, George Lukacs, Philip Hamon, Roland Barthes et al are explored 
and discussed in detail to arrive at a complete picture of the movement 
of Realism. Lukacs’ assertion that “the central aesthetic problem of 
realism is the adequate presentation of human personality” (Studies 7) 
fits wonderfully to the world of fiction Seth creates in his master 
narratives. Men, material and places constitute the fictional topography 
of Seth’s novels. Seth tries to describe what he really sees rather than 
what he would prefer to see. In this respect, Seth is an undoubted 
follower of great realists like Balzac. 

Realism as a narrative mode greatly influenced Indian writers in 
English. But the type of realism practised by the Indian authors is 
different from their European counterparts. This is because of the 
different socio-cultural peculiarities of the Indian society. Indian 
writers cannot copy European version of Realism as such, so they 
refashioned and remodeled it to suit the Indian environment. So writers 
of Indian fiction in English explored the societal inter-relationship in 
persons and families rather than idealizing the individuals as witnessed 
by the European societies. Truth as envisioned by both European and 
Indian English fiction writers differs according to their ideological 
construct and therefore ‘reality’ also differs in the two perceptions. 
Indian society is largely inconsistent and orthodox and this poses 
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challenges for fictionalization when compared to the consistent and 
liberal European society. 

Seth’s realism does not fall to the level of a propagandist or a 
document writer because of the essential detachment he keeps from his 
subject matter. Anderson argues that the use of omniscience in artistic 
realism in the Victorian period is a sign of the detachment that is a 
precondition for the enjoyment and production of aesthetics 
(Srivastavai67). Seth adopts third person omniscient narrator or first 
person narration with the essential detachment and the fictional quality 
of the truth he tries to fictionalize is maintained. Seth wonderfully 
converts reality into realist fiction through this cautiousness. Seth 
converts the abstract and chaotic observations of life around him into 
fiction through imagination. The inner truth of Seth’s work thus 
depends upon the arbitrariness of observation he has made into the real 
world of life that he lived. 

Seth’s adaptation of Realism is revolutionary. Novels of 20 th 
century are dominated by postmodernist language games and it also 
becomes the reigning paradigm of Indian English fiction. Seth’s 
revolutionary attempt attaches itself to the ‘tradition of compassionate 
realism’ fashioned by R.K.Narayan, Raja Rao and Mulk Raj Anand. Seth 
prefers the orderliness of the 19 th century realist fiction than to the 
‘anarchic moderns and psychedelic postmodernists’ (Mohapatra 27). 
His particular attachment to Austenian realism makes him focus on the 
drawing room and the parlour as the sites of complex social 
negotiations and exchanges. Marriage is a crucial metonymic concern 
in Seth, as in Austen (ibid). 

Seth’s insistence for a well defined form coupled with masterful 
characterization makes his work something other than a 
photographical representation of reality. Seth’s selection of form and 
content are complementary to each other. Seth’s unique social 
consciousness helps to model certain types of characters according to 
their ideological stands. Seth unhesitatingly supports the Aristotelian 
dictum that man is a social animal, and it is this firm belief in humanity 
that compels Seth to give adequate representation of social values and 
issues in his novels. 

Seth differs from the modernists by adhering to a pre-existent 
reality in developing his characters. The movement and behaviour of 
the characters Seth depicts are in a predictable manner. Every one of 
them has a personal history. Seth maintains this essential historical 
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link, in all his novels; especially in A Suitable Boy, making it a perfect 
example of realism and social consciousness. 

By analyzing different narrative styles Seth has employed in his 
novels, it is established that Seth’s novels adhere to the characteristics 
detailed by Philip Hamon in Poetique. They are Seth’s frequent use of 
flash back and memory, different psychological motivation of the 
characters, the systematic use of the names of protagonists and places, 
the overloading of the text with detail, foreseeability of the different 
movements of the plot, the delegation of the act of narration to the 
fictional persona, the unambiguity in narration maintained throughout 
in all the three novels analyzed and the hurriedness of narration. 

Like the Romantics, who were fond of verse narratives, Seth also 
incorporated Realism in his verse novel The Golden Gate. Poetry is 
often considered contrary to reality; but Seth’s treatment of poetry and 
reality in The Golden Gate is remarkable. In his verse novel, Seth has 
addressed adequately the truth associated with poetry in a satisfactory 
manner. Though The GoldenGate cannot be claimed as a poetical work, 
its position is very close to poetry. Seth wonderfully infuses the prosaic 
qualities of reality and truthfulness in The Golden Gate, besides 
enriching the text with imageries, cadence and fine versification, 
making it qualified to be called a poetical work. Seth’s main intention 
was to versify rather than poeticize the stark social reality of the 
hypermodern in America. Seth’s incorporation of realism has succeeded 
in this endeavour as discussed in the earlier part of this study. 

Seth employs linear narration in third person in The Golden Gate. 
Seth’s profuse use of detailing, masterful characterization, concrete 
depiction of persons and places, frequent uses of flash back and 
memory, authorial intervention to ensure the truthfulness of narration, 
incorporation of modern communication gadgets such as telephone, 
answering machine etc, abundant use of dialogues and letters are all 
contributive to the realist nature of The GoldenGate. 

Seth incorporates certain Indian values to the characters he 
depicts in The Golden Gate. The success of Phil-Liz relationship, the 
inevitable tragedy John undergoes are all reminders of the strong and 
decisive role family has to play in one’s life. Seth cleverly infuses the 
success of family values over the hyper-individualism of the American 
society and it is a characteristic Seth inherits from his Indian cultural 
backgrounds. The same influence of the family can also be seen in A 
Suitable Boy and An Equal Music. The erratic and lascivious Mann 
suffers the worst tragedy in A Suitable Boy. The blissful marital life 
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Savita enjoys is the result of her balanced and pragmatic family. This 
pragmatism plays its decisive role in selecting Haresh as Lata’s suitable 
boy in the novel. In An Equal Music also, it is the family of Julia which 
finally wins all the hurdles of humdrum life. The lonely Michael is 
destined to suffer in perpetual melancholy partly because of his failure 
to raise a sustainable family. Billy and Helen are also enjoying the bliss 
of family life in An Equal Music. 

As a true classical realist, Seth has retained all the major features 
of Realism in his magnum opus A Suitable Boy. Linear narration, 
presence of omniscient narrator, a plausible plot, selection of 
commonplace characters, emphasis on their character formation, 
dependence of history at crucial stages of fictionalization, naturalistic 
detailing, documentary and epistolary style are some of the major 
features discussed in detail with respect to A Suitable Boy. It is also 
found out that Seth has deliberately detached himself from Victorian 
realism in many ways. Seth’s realism is panoramic in style and 
treatment where as realism of the Victorians are confined to their 
respective narrow spheres and their point of view is loaded with irony 
with a cynical bend of mind as exemplified by works of Jane Austen, 
George Eliot et al. Seth, through his realistic treatment has looked upon 
the Indian nation under formation with sympathetic and optimistic 
eyes as it is revealed at various stages form the analysis of A Suitable 
Boy. 

Seth’s greatest challenge was the overcoming of dialectics that 
exists between the concrete and the abstract nature of his characters. 
While depicting the locale and the characters in its truthfulness, Seth 
has taken into account this inevitable conflict; and he effectively joins 
his characters with their environments to minimize this conflict and at 
the same time keeping its truthfulness intact. 

Seth applies the concept of rationality while depicting his major 
characters in A Suitable Boy. This is detailed while analyzing the 
character of Lata and her relation with Kabir and her pragmatic choice 
of her life partner Haresh. Seth’s social consciousness is detailed 
extensively by taking each and every social reality that exists in the 
subcontinent and as represented in the novel. There is a continuity of 
technique in his narration as exemplified by the retention of many of 
the classical features of Realism in The Golden Gate and An Equal Music. 
Mimeticism plays a major part in his first two novels. The notion of pre¬ 
conceived reality is absent in An Equal Music. It becomes a treatise on 
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Western Classical music by Seth’s apt and truthful treatment of the 
world of Music. 

Seth’s realism flourishes while establishing himself as a 
postmodern writer in An Equal Music. Seth’s style of narration is more 
akin to the postmodernists and he adopts Barthsian concept of realism 
in the novel. The plot and characters do not subscribe to a pre existent 
reality and realism arises in the novel as world play. Seth’s photographic 
creation of characters and plots intermingle with real life situations and 
thereby strengthens the realist characteristics. 

Seth induces thematic unity in all the novels analyzed here. He 
has retained Indianness in his otherwise American novel, The Golden 
Gate. The search for individual identity, Music, angst for the well being 
of the society, infusion of a characteristic melancholy in the novelistic 
persona, an optimistic view of the world and human nature and a 
balanced and detached narrative voice are some of the common 
features shared by his novels analyzed here. 

Seth explores Indian village life, the social system prevalent there, 
the exploitation of the underprivileged and the raising up of the 
subaltern voices against the age old oppression of the gentry through 
the narration of Maan’s exile in Debaria Village. Seth’s sense of history 
is evident in his treatment of the post-independent India of the 50s, 
where many of the social customs are susceptible to change under the 
pressure of the ever growing demand of reforms. Rasheed’s village is a 
prototype of many such dormant Indian villages and Seth realistically 
explores its vibrancy in his Magnum Opus. Seth’s realism satisfies its 
much needed dependence of preconceived reality, as did his 
predecessors of classical realism. Seth also depicts village life in An 
Equal Music, but the type of reality represented is different. Michael, 
the protagonist of An Equal Music is born in Rochdale. His father was a 
butcher and he has to suffer from the mindless development the speedy 
European society is undergoing. He loses his butcher shop, and 
Michael’s mother dies out of fatigue caused by the litigation and other 
sufferings imposed upon her by the society. Seth has depicted the 
marginalized in two different geographical locations and diametrically 
opposite realities as evidenced by A Suitable Boy and An Equal Music. 

Music connects all the three novels analyzed here. Seth’s interest 
in music has revealed in A Suitable Boy itself. At the end of An Equal 
Music in the author’s note Seth admits his deeper interest in music. He 
writes: “Music to me is deeper even than speech. When I realized that I 
would be writing about it I was gripped with anxiety. Only slowly did I 


175 



Realism as Narrative Strategy: A Study ofVikram Seth’s Novels 


reconcile myself to the thought of it (Equal, Author’s note). In The 
Golden Gate also, there are references to pop and western classical 
music. “Seth studied the Khayal under Pandit Amarnath at Shri Ram 
Bharathi Kala Kendra, while on a short visit to India. His familiarity 
with Hindustani classical music comes across in those sections of A 
Suitable Boy that takes the reader through the intricacies of ragas...Seth 
has spoken on how his interest in Western classical music initially grew 
during his days as an undergraduate student in England” (Pandurang 
i5 2 ) • 

Music plays its role even to find out suitable names to Seth’s 
characters. Veena’s own name has a story. At the time of her birth, her 
father was not in the town, and her mother named her Veena, thinking 
it would please him because he is so fond of music. As a result she also 
becomes obsessed with music. ‘I can’t live without it either’; asserts 
Veena. 

Julia’s choice to opt her dependable (though unmusical) 
businessman husband James over the volatile and moody Michael, and 
her denunciation of passion for family and social order, is a thematic 
preoccupation once again repeated from A Suitable Boy and The Golden 
Gate. James has stood by her. (“in the worst days, when I could hardly 
recognize myself in the mirror, I saw in his eyes that I was myself’). 
Whereas in Michael’s presence, she becomes restless and uncertain, 
afraid and guilty. Julia has her catholic faith, which is one of the ‘bases 
of her confidence’. As a mother, she speaks of the need for stability for 
her son, and of her desire to extend the family by having another child, 
so as to provide emotional security for Luke (“Luke needs someone to 
share me with, or he’ll grow up to be selfishness as I am” (328). 

As in A Suitable Boy, the motif of search also appears in An Equal 
Music. The former is marked by the search of a mother for a suitable 
alliance for her daughter, ending happily but in the latter, the search is 
melancholic and ends tragically. Both the novels carry the burdens of 
the past, in A Suitable Boy, the narration is centered on the people and 
polity of the 50s and in An EqualMusic, agony and alienation arising out 
of the wrong doings done by an overly sentimental character in the past 
though in an impulsive, and reflex action of wounded personality. The 
arduous search Mrs.Mehra has undertaken to find out a suitable boy to 
Lata and the search Michael undertakes to find out the rarest of 
Beethoven symphony and his lost love Julia are complementary to each 
other, though the locale and ambience have changed. The soul of 
eastern philosophy is the search for eternal truth and what Seth has 
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employed in his two novels is a continuum of this eastern philosophic 
tradition. 

Julia shares the sentiments of Indian mothers like Mrs.Mehra, 
Mrs.Mahesh Kapoor and Mrs.Tandon that Seth depicts in A Suitable 
Boy. All the mothers are equally anxious about their children at various 
stages of the novel. Mrs.Mehra’s anxiety over Lata’s marriage, 
Mrs.Kapoor’s anxiety over Maan’s wayward life and Mrs.Tandon’s care 
and anxiety over Veena are similar to Julia’s angst for her child Luke 
and her husband James. Now, depicting mothers from different 
geographical locations what Seth has achieved is universalizing the 
greatest reality among human beings-the filial love of mothers. 

Roopali Gupta argues that ‘An Equal Music presents a kind of 
antithesis to A Suitable Boy. An Equal Music is everything what the 
latter is not. In the latter, Seth articulates life from a distance, hurrying 
over all that he considers even remotely distasteful, firmly shunning 
any intense emotions. As a result, A Suitable Boy resonates with a 
gently, laid back serenity. By contrast, An Equal Music takes a 
determined look at the darker passions-unhappiness, obsession, and 
addresses difficult issues about love and life in the process. Again, 
unlike the sprawling canvas of A Suitable Boy, An Equal Music limits its 
scope to the professional private world of a musician and the cities of 
London, Venice and Vienna. Also, An Equal Music is a love story, not a 
romantic saga like A Suitable Boy. It is deeper and more serious, 
portraying the kind of love that can survive even decade long 
separations. On another level this is a story that explodes the strangely 
obsessive and neurotic life that a professional musician leads. 

Seth’s social consciousness is conspicuous in all the three novels 
analyzed here. The Golden Gate and An Equal Music have brought out 
the simmering social issues in both the European and American 
societies. Seth discusses in length and breadth the issues of 
homosexuality, hyper-individualism, nuclear issues, maladies of the 
hyper modern, rapture of family, commercialization of art etc in the 
above two novels. A Suitable Boy is Seth’s manifesto of his honest and 
compassionate social sensibility. He hasn’t let out even a single issue 
that pertains to the developing Indian society. Detailing of 
innumerable number of Indian cultural extravaganza, post-partition 
paranoia, depiction of the underprivileged, revolutionary legislations, 
inter-personal relationships, Hindu-Muslim amity and animosity, 
communal discord, mindless superstition, deprived state of the Indian 
villages, rising consciousness among the downtrodden, deterioration of 
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values associated with the national movement, truthful representation 
of the political thugs, the gradual rise of the Indian bourgeoisie class, 
rich portrayal of the Indian middle class etc are some of the socially 
relevant issues Seth has discussed in his magnum opus. 

As explained earlier, the novelist’s characteristic concern for the 
society in and around him reflects abundantly in all the fictional works 
of Seth. Seth’s cosmopolitan character has helped him to look into 
various issues of human kind at various parts of the world with in- 
depth understanding and compassion. Seth is more than a diasporic 
writer, and theorizations on diasporic writings are inadequate to 
analyze Seth. Realism pertains to be the major narrative mode in Seth 
and all other theorizations have only a limited scope in analyzing Seth’s 
novels. 

Analyzing such a theoretically elusive writer like Seth definitely 
poses challenges before the project and an earnest attempt have been 
made to overcome this. Seth has shown dramatic changes in the genre 
while remaining a most gifted creative writer. The old style of 
versification he has shown in The Golden Gate has dramatically changed 
into real postmodern writing techniques when he reaches An 
EqualMusic. As a writer he has shown maturity and steady development 
in all genres of literature. The important task of this study was to 
identify the nature and articulation of realism in Seth’s novels. A 
concerted attempt through rigorous research is being made to achieve 
this goal. 
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